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we need to recognize is that the challenge of improving beef 
consumption through brand name selling requires a market- 
ing campaign. 

In November 1986, the EXCEL line of product was intro- 
duced into 46 Kroger stores in Columbus, OH. 

In February of this year, the line was introduced into 25 
Roanoke-area Kroger stores and 5 additional stores operat- 
ed out of Kroger’s Charlotte division. 

In early March, we introduced the line into 27 Florida 
Choice Stores, and in mid-April we introduced the line into 32 
Memphis-area Kroger stores. 

The EXCEL Brand of Beef is now being offered (along 
with conventional store-prepared beef) in 155 Kroger stores, 
and it is helping Kroger’s beef sales, according to Bill Parker, 
Kroger’s Vice President for Meat Merchandising. 

During the first 9 months of test marketing, we tested 
exclusively in Kroger stores. This was in keeping with our 

commitment to jointly test market branded retail-cut beef. We 
have now reached the first anniversary of our Branded Beef 
Project, and it is no longer a test. 

In mid-March, we introduced the product into two Kansas 
markets, Wichita and Topeka, and have received support 
from more major retailers in the states. 

In early July, we will introduce the line into the Oklahoma 
City, Tulsa and Ada-Ardmore markets, as well as the Tampa- 
St. Petersburg market in Florida. 

In mid-July, we’ll roll out into the LincolniOmahdSt. Jo- 
seph markets. By the end of 1987 we expect to have EXCEL 
Brand Beef in distribution in over 1000 stores in 8 states. 

By the end of May 1988, our plans are to be in 4,000 
stores throughout the southeast quarter of the U.S., selling 
over 1.6 million pounds of finished retail-ready steaks and 
roasts every week. 

Discussion 

Session One 
R. Cross: Herb, can I ask what the ceiling is on the yield 

grade for your branded products? 
H. Meischen: Yes, 3.2, Russell, we’re able to trim external 

fat but we don’t have glue yet that’s going to allow us to pull a 
muscle apart and then glue it back together to get rid of the 
seam fat. Our findings have been that seam fat goes up 
exponentially above 3.2. 

R. Vance: I noticed in your specifications, you don’t show 
fat level. You’ve got uniformity of size, vacuum pack, etc. But 
all the cuts in your pictures were extremely lean, literally no 
fat on the outside, no seam fat, etc. Your acceptance level is 
very high, very quickly you got 50% of the sales in the store, 
don’t you think that fat level has more to do with it than 
anything else that you’ve put down here? 

Meischen: That’s only one element of it, we can show you 
where we did test work where we could double the fat level 
and still drive the sales in that fashion. 
R. Vance: To how high, 0.25 inch? 
Meischen: A quarter inch is what our specifications are; 

there are some 32 items in the line and 12 of them still have 
surface fat, the other 20 have no surface fat on them, only 
internal fat. The surface fat appearing there is 0.25 inch or 
less. 

N. Marriott: You asked for our input, I’m from an area that 
has been on this program since late ’86 early ’87, Roanoke 
area. A couple of observations that I have made while 
observing as well as comments I’ve heard, one is that it 
appears sometimes that it’s a problem with the stores keep- 
ing these TV monitors running. I’m sure you’re fully aware of 
that, this is an observation. The other is, we’re hearing some 
feed-back from the people in our area that they think that a lot 
of this branded product that they’re selling is over and above 
what they would normally be selling in a grocery store. The 
first one was only a comment, the second one, do you have 
any reactions to that statement? 

Meischen: In all areas, branded beef has been increment- 
al sales. Anywhere from a minimum of 6% sales increase on 

upward to 15%. One of the things that we think has driven the 
poultry consumption to where it is, is that you could, in fact, 
have merchandised products on display irrespective of time 
of day because all you have to do is open the box and put it 
out there. So, we are, in fact, satisfying some demand 
because now there are no shelf-life risks in putting out large 
displays of those high-priced middle meats. The minimum 
shift in average retail selling price per pound of all of our 
experience is something on a magnitude of 40 cents a 
pound, because he changes his mix. How many times in your 
own experience, could you go in a grocery store at 8:00 a.m. 
on Monday morning and find three facings or some 40 
packages of filet mignon? How many times could you do that 
at 9:30 a.m. on Saturday during the shopped-most hour? 
Now there is a comfort zone of that retailer to, in fact, display 
this product. So, yes, it has been incremental sales. 

J. Secrist: I see that you are still hiding behind the USDA 
Choice grade. Are you going to move out from the U.S. 
Choice and use your own brand grade or are you still 
applying the same U.S. Choice which is meaningless to the 
consumer? 

Meischen: We agree with you that there is some body of 
data that would indicate that quality grades are rather mean- 
ingless to the consumer. While they’re meaningless, they still 
continue to be a comfort zone. Will we move away from it on 
downstream? I would hope that the whole industry does that 
finally; that we, in fact, sell the product on the merits of the 
product. We don’t have any federal agency telling us that 
automobiles in this certain category are going to be built this 
way so, hence, you go back to the 30’s and 40’s. It was with 
World War II that we made the change to the USDA grade. 

Secrist: Also, are you going to have a “pull date” on your 
products, since it’s going to come out of your EXCEL com- 
panies right into the retail stores? 

Meischen: There is a “pull date” on the product currently. 
That is the only way we are able to substantiate the seven- 
day freshness in that consumer’s refrigerator. In the event 
that we do not pre-price the product, and we offer pre-pricing 
as a service to that retailer, there is dating on that package, 
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two dates. One clearly consumer-readable, and the second 
in a coded date only read by the folks in the meat depart- 
ment. 

Secrist: Who does the consumer revert to in case there is 
something not satisfactory? 

Meischen: Well, our first line, yes, is certainly that store. If 
they find something unsatisfactory, they have been going 
back there. We have a policy that we then step in and take 
care of that. At the same time, we have people located in 
each and every market working with those stores on a daily 
basis who, in fact, address those opportunities immediately. 

Secrist: Will the packaging material, even though it is for 
chilled use, withstand the misuse of freezing? 

Meischen: Absolutely. 
R. Field: What‘s the price differential between these 28 

cuts that you have and 28 comparable cuts traditionally 
packaged in the counter? 

Meischen: The Kroger Company has taken a step of 
comparative pricing. There is no difference at all. 

Field: So, you’re selling them at the same price? Do you 
think that will be the case in the future? For all this advertising 
and things you’re doing, how much mark-up can you project? 

Meischen: Our recommendation is a dime a pound, to the 
retail merchant. The Kroger Company has said that they’re 
going to sell at parity, many of the other people involved in 
the program have a dime a pound premium. 

Field: About a 5% mark-up? 
Meischen: Don’t talk to us about percentage figures, 

please. We’ve got 3000 years of history and tradition in the 
retail meat industry that we’re trying to get away from on 
percentage points. The packer runs his business on cents 
per pound. I’ve not yet found a bank that will take a deposit 
slip that has a bunch of funny little squiggles on it called 
percentage points, but they’ll take a lot of cents per pound. 

Field: Is ground beef one of these 28 cuts? 
Meischen: No sir. 
Field: Why not? 
Meischen: Ground beef does not react the same in a 

vacuum. You cannot make the same claims and gain the 
same shelf life from that product that you can from a solid- 
muscle product. 

D. Huffman: Herb, do you think the time will come when 
you can market ground beef the same way you do the muscle 
cuts? 

Meischen: I believe so, Dr. Huffman. We’ve seen some 
very recent work from a packaging concern that would indi- 
cate to us that we can get some 22 to 26-day shelf life. We 
are pursuing that. The total absolute shelf life on the product 
is 30 days. Our shelf life studies have said to us we could be 
twice that and be just real comfortable. I keep meat all the 
time at home in my own refrigerator and unless it’s 70 days 
old, I don’t eat it. I’m accused of liking rancid meat, but I dare 
say, I’m not sick today and I had a steak last night. 

M. Dikeman: Herb, a couple of questions and then I have 
a comment and let you answer the questions. You stated the 
upper one-third of Choice, yield grade 3.2 or lower. I guess 
my question would be, do you have the USDA graders 
determine they are in the upper one-third of Choice and that 
they are 3.2 or lower yield grade, or do you have plant 
personnel do that? Then my comment is, with that kind of a 
specification, it seems to me that you would have a very low 

percentage of any given set of cattle that could have at least 
Moderate marbling and be a 3.2 or lower yield grade. What 
percentage of a good set of cattle would meet those specs? 

Meischen: The answer to the first question is that we do 
our own in-house selection, so our folks are trained to do 
that. We find in audits that we have the USDA come and look 
at our rails that are set aside, we’re tougher than they are. 
The second scenario, there is enough raw material to supply 
the needs of this thing, anybody involved in the industry in 
the last six months has certainly heard some of the fury 
stirred up by our President and the gentleman standing back 
here in the corner, Dell Allen. We will, in fact, support the 
branding program through a set of specs. Most of the poultry 
business today is contract feeding, over 98% is fed relative to 
what that company wants to market, and we’ll find product to 
fulfill our needs of volume for this product. I couldn’t respond 
to you today on the merits of an average set of cattle, how 
many of them would fit, there are so many other variables 
that go into it. We’re so darn current today in the industry that 
Choice grading today vs. three months ago is down about 
20%. But we’re still getting the animals that we need to 
supply this program and we have made that commitment. 
8. VanStavern: Herb, with the obvious success of such a 

program to date, would you predict what your competitors, if 
you should acknowledge you have any, would be doing in this 
area? 

Meischen: Bob, I can’t tell you specifically that I know 
what any of them are doing, we would hope to have competi- 
tion. Competition would help move the whole process along, 
to try to sit down with a retail set of folks and tout your thing to 
them. Your one voice in the ocean screaming for help is 
touting something new, if we had several voices screaming 
that, we would see that things go much further, much faster. 
Our only concern there is that the competition be good, 
because if poor competition comes along and does some- 
thing to hurt the progress, you’ll set this thing back years. 
We’ve seen it happen in restructured products, where folks 
were trying to make a silk purse out of a sow’s ear and it 
doesn’t always work. So, yes, the competition will be there, to 
what sort, I can’t tell you. 

L. Scott: I’m interested in knowing if you are planning to do 
any type of nutritional labeling, where you would list the fat 
content or the calorie content of the various cuts you’re 
marketing. 

Meischen: As a part of our total marketing program, we 
see now the opportunity to do various things, nutritional 
information being one of those that’s very high on our list, in 
order to get it all up and flying. 

Huffman: Am I understanding you then, you intend to have 
a nutritional label verification (NLV) program. 

Meischen: We’re going to do some things in that area, yes 
sir. 

Huffman: Is that going to be an NLV, as we know it, or not? 
Meischen: I couldn’t even define that for you today, we 

currently have our in-house folks working on just what that 
ought to be and I can’t tell you specifically. 

A. Schroeder: A couple of comments on your product, 
working as a consultant with a major retailer in our area, and 
they‘re getting into this program and personally I think that 
the product looks excellent. One of the big problrms you’ve 
got is the meat managers, working with them. Looking at 
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some of the product that came in just the other day, some of 
the offal product that is retail-ready. The first thing you did 
with it was put it on a Styrofoam tray and put an overwrap 
wrap on it. It didn’t sell worth a nickel. Then the next thing, the 
comment with the meat managers is the vacuum package, 
not only will the meat color, but also the fat tends to be a 
darker yellow color on a lot of those. Comment then with the 
seven days to the consumer, I know you put a freezer use by 
date on there; what happens when it goes beyond that, they 
pull off the sticker, so how can you insure that it’s going to be 
seven days. 

Meischen: If you’ve tried to pull some of the labels off, 
you’ll find that you’ve got better luck trying to move this room. 

Schroedec They do it though. 
Meischen: The price label on a branded product is ex- 

tremely tough to pull off. 
Schroeder: And the other thing, EXCEL is coming in two 

weeks to do a cutting test. Another company I work with has 
several other members who have had EXCEL come in and 
other competitors and they haven’t found some of the bene- 
fits that you’re saying with the yields and that type of thing. 
So, they’re really cautious as to whether or not to jump into 
this program. 

Meischen: I would ask you to comment as to what you’re 
talking about. At the same time as we introduced branded 
beef last summer, we introduced a product called “Perfect 
Trim” which is a commodity line of wholesale boxed beef 
trimmed to 0.50 inch trim specs. and that is, in fact, what you 
are speaking about. But it’s not to be confused with what 
branded beef is about. 

J. Riemann: As you plan to move into the pork area and 
capture 10% of the market there, do you intend to take this 
same kind of merchandising approach with pork? 

Meischen: We believe that today there are as many 
opportunities as there are in the beef industry, or the beef 
part of the business. Beef today provides a labor source for 
the manufacturing of pork in a retail grocery store. If we 
reduce that need for that work force, possibly one of the ways 
to move the whole thing further faster is to do the whole 
species. You can, in fact, buy pre-packaged veal and lamb, 
and God only knows how much poultry product you can buy. 
Let’s make this comment and get it done right out front, we 
don’t see a removal of hours in a retail unit through any pre- 
packaged product. We see a re-orientation of those hours, 
how many times have any of you sitting right here wondered 
at Thanksgiving, “How in the hell do I cook that turkey?” And 
you ask that individual about it. We see changing them from a 
manufacturing individual to a selling individual. Lord only 
knows how much product we can sell if, in fact, they would 
talk to your wife, my wife, husband, whatever, and make 
recommendations on a kind of product, the cut of product, 
and some cooking method to satisfy that desire. If we don’t 
watch out, the freezer case is right down the street and going 
to knock a hole in us. 

G. Davis: You said a 650-pound carcass would yield 225 
pounds of boneless branded product. What are the boneless 
subprimal cuts? 

Meischen: A peeled knuckle, an eye and a flat, a heel-out 
gooseneck, a regular conventional inside round, a strip loin, a 
top butt, a peeled tender, a lip-on ribeye, a clod and a roll. 

Davis: On your roll, with fat being probably the most 

important factor, with 3.2 as your yield grade and you’re 
staying with Choice, how is EXCEL moving a product that 
has over an inch of seam fat and probably over 20% total fat? 
The lip-on ribeye from 3.2 cattle has to be in the high teens or 
in the low twenties in percent fat content, are you seeing any 
problems in consumer resistance? Or do you think the 
Choice is overcoming all of that? 

Meischen: Two responses there, Gordon. In both in- 
stances, well, let‘s talk about the ribeye and then we’ll go 
back to the chuck. We’re punching all ribeye kernels in 
excess of a half inch across. So, all of that thing is getting 
taken care of. 

Huffman: Herb, you may want to expand on that. 
Meischen: Envision, if you will, you’re sitting in a nice 

restaurant and you’re having a prime rib dinner, that you’ve 
got a thing there that’s circular and there is a kernel of fat in 
one corner of that thing. Any time that kernel of fat gets 
larger, and it does, on average, when you go from the rib end 
of a rib to the chuck end of a rib, and you can have those 
things even in yield grade 2 carcasses, you can have them 
two inches across. So, we’re taking a step that anything 
greater than a half-inch across is being cut out of that 
product. 

Davis: Why don’t you just select yield grade 1 cattle for 
this branded program? 

Meischen: Gordon, we’d like to do so. Today the meat is 
not there for us to do so, certainly as a part of what we’re 
doing with our breed selection and all that is where we’re 
headed to. Because it makes certainly no sense economical- 
ly to cut the fat off, it ought not be put on in the first place. To 
address the chuck question, we are culling chucks in our 
facility. There are some chucks that don’t ship, there are 
some of them that get seam fat carved out of them, we don’t 
have glue to put them back together. But we can do a lot of 
things to make that thing look a heck of a lot better than it 
would in its free-fall state. 

Huffman: Moving away from EXCEL for just a minute, if 
you’d take that “hat” off and as an industry rep. What are the 
possibilities of this industry paying for the correct kind of 
cattle? 

Meischen: Early on, I’m sure that there will be seed 
dollars to, in fact, encourage production of the correct kind of 
cattle. Come on folks, let’s just stir up a little controversy or 
something. Let’s somebody take an adversarial position. 

Cross: Herb, you know that was a nice-looking vacuum 
package you had there. Do you see in the future just freezing 
that package and laying it in the case? Second, do you think 
there’s any future of putting that vacuum package in a box? 
Just a sleeve with all the nutritional information on the 
package. 

Meischen: The response to, “Can we sell frozen at re- 
tail?” I believe we can with some education. Again, I think it‘s 
a sequential thing of getting them used to this and then 
getting them used to something else. So, ultimately yes, the 
frozen distribution system makes for a lot more sense with 
reduction of shrinks and all the other things that come with it. 
The insertion of a vacuum package of beef similar to what 
bacon is in fact slid into a bacon tux-pac, would in fact lead 
itself to some billboard on the back side of their product to get 
across whatever that message is - whether it’s nutritional, 
whether it’s recipe, whatever have you. But we have made 



40th Reciprocal Meat Conference 41 

the decision at this point, Russell, that with trying to sell the 
concept today, that we need to be as up-front and honest with 
that consumer as we can be. So, we’ve taken a stance that 
says we’re going to leave it clear both sides and we’ll handle 
the nutritional thing, the potential recipe thing through some 
other vehicle, some sort of hand-out at a meat case, or 
something of that sort. 

Cross: What problems have you had or do you think 
you’re going to have with the retail unions with case-ready 
products? 

Meischen: Today there has been absolutely no organized 
response to what we’re doing. We have had five international 
vice-presidents through the facility and they are very aware 
of what we’re doing. At the same time, Bill Parker, Vice- 
President of the meat operations of Kroger, has gone to 
Washington, D.C. and made a presentation as to what we’re 
about. It‘s rather a good news-bad news scenario. The good 
news is that there is still going to be a job cutting meat into 
retail cuts. It may not be in Charlotte, North Carolina or 
Roanoke, Virginia or Minneapolis. It may be at some plant 
somewhere in the midwest. The bad news is that it is 
probably going to be at a lesser rate, to just call a spade a 
spade. So there has been no real organized response to us, 
Russell. 

R. Rogers: I’d like for you to respond to the situation of 
using Moderate marbling when we hear all the clatter that 
marbling doesn’t affect the quality. 

Meischen: Well, I’d ask the man right behind you to make 
a comment on that. Dr. VanStavern has done some research 
on our product, or on vacuum packaged products, that in fact 
touted that there was more flavor, more juiciness, and more 
tenderness coming from that. And we made the decision at 
EXCEL to in fact go with the higher marbling score to have a 
“better-than” product. 1’11 make one comment, Bob, and then 
I‘ll ask you to make a comment. Look at what has happened 
to the pop industry. Once upon a time, you bought Coca- 
Cola. Now you buy Coke and Classic Coke and diet and 
caffeine-free and diet caffeine-free and cherry and diet cher- 
ry, etc. But it‘s market segmentation and one of the things 
that’s going to happen in beef is that you’re going to have a 
similar situation occur. We have just taken the stance that 
today EXCEL brand beef would be a nice Oldsmobile-Cadil- 
lac type of thing, a little “better-than” product in order to get it 
accepted by the consumer. Bob, if you would . . . 

VanStavern: I don’t think Bob Rogers meant to say what 
he said. I think he was trying to encourage you to get some 
rabble-rousing going. I don’t think there are very many peo- 
ple in this room who do not believe that the degree of 
marbling influences palatability characteristics of beef. I hope 
there are not too many. What I would like to ask you, Herb, 
does EXCEL have plans to venture over into an EXCEL 
branded product with a “Lite” label, or a “Natural” label or 
some other kind of description? 

Meischen: You will see EXCEL venture into other seg- 
ments of this industry. You will, how we define those, whether 
that‘s “Natural” or “Lite” or “yuppie beef” or just what, “primo 
beef” or some such; but you will see some segmentation 
taking place at EXCEL. 

G. Whipple: I would just like to make a few comments. I 
have worked directly with consumers in Manhattan, Kansas 
promoting the EXCEL product. I just wanted to say the 

number one complaint was the amount of fat. I heard that a 
lot. I mean, it’s not the outside; it‘s the seam fat that’s the 
complaint. And you know, they’re perceiving this because of 
the darker muscle and you’re seeing more fat than you would 
in a Styrofoam tray. And then, again, you’ve got the problem 
with purge. I mean, you’re promoting the visibility of the 
product but these housewives are sitting there flipping every 
package over and then they’re going down there picking out 
a product that they can’t see the back of. And then, also, see 
the purge, you have the diaper in the other where you don’t 
have it. These are just questions that I just continuously 
answer over and over. There’s some questions, “You mean I 
don’t have to refrigerate this product?” I just wanted to tell 
you that. But I did promote your product and I did enjoy 
working with you. 

Meischen: Well, thank you very much. We got very good 
comments. There were three or four graduate students at 
Kansas State who worked in Manhattan when we rolled the 
products out. And that’s the reason we have those demon- 
strators, those in-store sales people, to address these var- 
ious questions. Marketing 101 is very simple, and Advertising 
101 is even simpler. It says “pick a message and tell that 
message 9000 times, because there is such a proliferation of 
messages.” Trivia: one comment. Fifteen years ago, a 60 
Minute feature show on N had 12 minutes of commercials in 
it. Today, it’s got 18. So there’s a lot of junk, clutter to break 
through, so you’d better be pointed about your message. 

Riemann: Right now you’re the only one on the strip 
handling this kind of a product. And I anticipate that in the 
very near future we’re going to be probably seeing several 
other companies coming out with the same kind of product. 
And you’re making a claim right now that the EXCEL product 
is better. Now, when I go to the retail counter and I have a 
choice of buying an EXCEL product or similar kind of product 
from three or four other companies, why would I want to buy 
yours instead of one from Montford, IBP or somebody else? 
What’s so good about your product? 

Meischen: Well, specifically the things that I outlined as 
far as our selection of our product and our trim level and the 
boneless and those various things, would in fact pay off to 
you. We also believe that we’ve taken the high ground. The 
preeminent position is: Whoever it is, competitor XYZ, to 
make the same touts we‘ve done will be precluded from 
doing so. All this is copyrighted, trademarked, so it’s tough for 
one detergent to use “ring around the collar” because Wisk 
owns that. We own this thing, so we believe we’ve taken a 
strong position to keep them from making the same claims. 
Now if they want to make another claim of light, lean, 
healthful, nutritious - whatever have you, you know, my 
automobile gets 25 miles to the gallon and it does it in great 
luxury. Their automobile gets 125 miles to the gallon and 
you’ve got to pedal it ’cause a gallon is water. So it depends 
on how you position the product. 

Huffman: What kind of problems do you anticipate with 
retailers as you have three or four majors come out with 
similar items? What about shelf space? 

Meischen: Well, that’s certainly going to be an opportuni- 
ty, that thing called shelf space. We believe that, early on, this 
thing will break down similar to what the poultry industry has 
done; a geographic thing where you can find one and possi- 
bly two brands of poultry in a case but it’s very rare you find 
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three and I’ve never seen four. So we believe there again 
what it comes down to, Dr. Huffman, is the marketing, pizazz 
and the program, the total program, inclusive of the market- 
ing and promotion that we put behind it, that encourages a 
Bill Parker of Kroger, a Ray Pearce of Safeway, or Hugh 
Minshew at Winn-Dixie to carry us as opposed to our com- 
petitors. And then we have to execute to the consumer and if 
our product sells, then they would be encouraged to maintain 
our product. 

Davis: I beg to disagree with my friend, Bob VanStavern. 
(laughter) He says there’s gotta be somebody in here that 
might disagree. My experience has been working with other 
branded products (Lite) that if your specs are Sl ighp or 
more, 100 days on feed or more, 0.3 inches of fat or less and 
with high gaining and lean cattle, I have not observed any 
tenderness complaints. Initially, I thought for sure that when 
we prepared specs like that, we would have some complaints 
on tenderness. Still, we are not getting any palatability com- 
plaints either. A paper by Tatum et al. in 1980 (JAS), and 
Dolezal et al. in 1982 (JFS), both reported that SlighFO or 
more marbling coupled with 100 days of feed (there’s been 
other studies), would help solve the palatability problems. I 
have found that body of research to be true under industry 
conditions. I think that fact helps the situation so we can 
consider decreasing the need for Y3 cattle in branded pro- 
grams. 

Huffman: I’m glad we’re finally getting a little controversy 
here. I thought the hour was going to pass without any. 

field: Well, Gordon, I guess I support you 100% on your 
marbling thing. Just one observation. I think the reason they 
have high Choice as their score is to cut down on purge. 
These other things sound good like more flavor, juiciness and 
tenderness. The real reason I would like to see it is to cut 
down on purge in that package. 

Huffman: Herb, I’m sure if you want to comment on that 
you’ll break in. 

Meischen: There are some things that remain ours. 
Marriott: Since you asked for some adversarial com- 

ments, I’d like to suggest this: you may still be on your 
honeymoon because of the fact that I believe all these 
retailers or at least all of the Kroger stores are selling this at 
the same price as the store-cut beef. But when the time 
comes that they become a little bit greedier and raise the 
price 10 cents a pound as you suggested might happen, 
what’s going to happen to you? 

Meischen: We still believe that we can maintain market 
share at that kind of differential. There is more disparity today 
in a meat case due to unit pricing of a product to the 
consumer than what the 10 cents will in fact bring in, that you 
can pick up our roast, their roast, if you will at a 10-cent price 
spread and the consumer would say to you “EXCEL is 
cheaper.’’ The consumer shops today by unit, not by price 
per pound. Price per pound is the orientation given them on 
best food day in the newspaper; and then when they get 
there, they say “this roast is eight bucks. It’s lunch today, 
sandwiches this afternoon for the kids and hash tomorrow 
night on Monday night football for the boys.” So they’re much 
more concerned about unit than they are price per pound. So 
we still believe we’re in good stead. 

Huffman: For those of you that want to get back in on the 
flap, we’re going to have another session here. . .we’re going 

to have an instant replay, but we need to bring this one to an 
end. If you would, give Herb Meischen a hand for being with 
us this afternoon. 

Session Two 
D. Johnson: I’m kind of interested to know that as you see 

this rapid growth, especially like today, we’re seeing maybe a 
$14 to $15 premium paid for Choice which indicates that 
there’s a shortage of Choice cattle and with the requirements 
that you have for this product, what will you anticipate will be 
your procurement problems in the future? I can see that 
might be a problem, getting the kind of cattle that you need to 
fit this program. 

H. Meischen: We see that happening, certainly, and we’re 
already beginning to take steps to fulfill that eventual happen- 
ing. If we look at our friends over in the poultry business, over 
96% of the poultry grown today is not on contract. It may not 
be owned by the Tysons, you may be the owner of the barn, 
but they are contracting with you. Some years ago, EXCEL 
put into the market place a forward contracting program. I’m 
sure you’re all aware that we have said that sometime here 
this year we will tout our specs for our product. We’ll tie the 
two together such that we can, in fact, have a pipeline of 
supplies that will fill the demand built for this product. Certain- 
ly that thing of premium, or dollars will act as primer for that 
pump. Another thing that everybody must certainly be aware 
of is that somewhere down stream as we’re involved in a 
brand and as other brands are doing their thing which may or 
may not be the same. They may be Lite, Lean, etc. But they’ll 
have a spec, probably. There may come a time when there 
are some cattle that are not worth a darn thing. Today, any 
packer on Saturday, you can just about drag your culls up to 
him and he’ll kill them. It may come to a point in time where 
it’s not premium paid for some animals, it’s just not accep- 
tance for some animals. 

J. Kemp: Why did you choose Moderate marbling and is 
that not going against the trend for lower-calorie beef? 

Meischen: The number one comment, I would like to step 
around. Answer the second part of it, then go back to the first. 
We’re not touting this as lower calorie, not by any means. You 
didn’t see that anywhere. Some automobiles tout themselves 
as luxury, other automobiles tout themselves as high in miles 
per gallon. We’re touting EXCEL beef as something better, 
hence, the selection for the Moderate marbling that we, in 
fact, believe does bring more flavor, more taste, more juici- 
ness, i.e. more palatability to that product. If we’re going to 
put our name on it, then that was our selection, period! 
D. Kropf: I’d like to follow up on that a little bit in having 

seen your product in the store and also having our students 
work in the store in Manhattan, Kansas. We thought ribeye 
steaks had a problem with seam fat, this may be related to 
yield grade. I think our question would be, is there any 
possibility of tightening that down or doing a special trim so 
that you don’t have the excess fat on this cut? 

Meischen: Dr. Kropf, what you’ve pointed out is very 
germane, irrespective of yield grade, you can have dispro- 
portionate, if you will, kernel fat within a ribeye. What we 
have done since the very early introductions there in Manhat- 
tan, any ribeye steak having a kernel in excess of 0.5 inch 
across, is being punched out, so there is some post-manu- 



40th Reciprocal Meat Conference 43 

facturing that needs to take place in combination with the 
high marbling score to get that seam fat out of there. The 
same thing is happening in the instance with the chucks as 
well, we’re taking some seam fat and doing some cosmetic 
trimming in that area. It does bring with it its own unique set of 
problems but as to what Gordon could point out for us, you 
can have large kernels in a USDAYield Grade 1 animal, also. 

G. Davis: We have noticed in the forequarters (Lite beef 
has been averaging yield grade of 1.7 for about 3000 cattle) 
we have found that the seam fat average across the ribeye 
steak is about 0.9 inch. So, regardless of what yield grade 
you select, you’re going to have a seam fat problem in the 
forequarter. It seems like you’re going to be punching out 
nearly all ribeye rolls and the boneless blades. Down the 
road, as EXCEL is thinking about coming down on yield 
grade, and reduce the fat punching ceremony and really get 
to the problem and get the fat bred out or selected out. 
Because I think for the cattle that you are describing, USDA 
Yield Grade 3.2 or better, coupled with Moderate marbling or 
more, there’s really a niche closer to Yield Grade 1. Probably 
even a greater percentage and it results in higher total 
saleable product yeilds and retailers obtain the advantage of 
higher retail yields. 

Meischen: Absolutely, Gordon. We do, in fact, believe that 
down stream the economics of putting that stuff on and then 
taking it out or off, as the case may be, makes no sense and 
that there will be some genetic things take place with this 
product. For years we’ve held this tabu that life, or genera- 
tions, are 10 years and we can’t make change, but we’re here 
to tout for you that dollars can drive lots of things. If we are, in 
fact, willing to put our money where our mouth is, these 
things can, in fact, happen. The technology utilized on EX- 
CEL branded-beef packaging is not new, it’s 20 years old. It‘s 
just some adaptation to it to make it current. But because of 
the “stakes” involved, pardon the cliche, the total business is 
that we are now on the third generation of that film in 11 short 
months of execution. But there have been three generations 
of development, in spite of some 20 years of existence or 
execution in this market place. So, when you, in fact, are 
willing to put your money where your mouth is, and put the R 
& D resources that are available in this country to work, you 
can make lots of change in a hell of a lot bigger hurry than we 
think we can. The difference there, we believe, Gordon, is 
that it must come as a pull as opposed to a push, because 
there is no incentive there today for that feeder to make that 
change. 

D. Huffman: Herb, I wonder if you’d expand on this thing 
that you just touched on, the need for technology. We’re 
assembled here, a group of scientists from many different 
institutions and industries. What are the needs, as far as the 
university is concerned, what kind of research is needed? 

Meischen: Invariably, this is a packer talking at this mo- 
ment, so much of what we see seems to be related to hot 
buttons of the individual involved at the university as opposed 
to response from a stimulus from a packer, if you will, to get 
involved in it. A part of it comes from the standpoint of the 
proprietory nature of the information; how is it going to be 
utilized? The packer can go away and as I understand there 
are about three ways you can work with the university; we 
can pay for the research 100Y0, have propriety forever; we 
can work out something in the middle and have something 

where in six months from now you can be printed; or in the 
last way, the university pays for it, and it has no proprietory 
nature to it at all. So, it’s as much a function of the packer to 
go and say we need this, as it is for the academic world to 
come to the packer and say we need this, or you need this. 
About cutability, some of the things Texas A&M is involved in 
with the National Live Stock and Meat Board. It would abso- 
lutely astound you how little knowledge there is at retail about 
cutability, it would absolutely blow you away! We’re selling 
millions of dollars, billions of dollars worth of meat, and an 
average meat executive in this country has no idea, absolute- 
ly no idea, what his product cost is. He guesses! He puts 
several Kentucky windage coefficients into his projection, but 
he can’t tell you, within 20 cents a pound, what the cost of a 
top butt steak in his meat case is. So, something to do with 
cutability, something to do with labor, incorporating various 
things, i.e. productivity and wage rates. The hot fat trimming 
thing is getting quite a bit of tout, but some support there; one 
of the concerns of retail is that by hot fat trimming, these yield 
grade 4’s and 5’s are now going to be slipped into the same 
box and this concern with seam fat is that they’re going to get 
inundated, particularly at these times of cheap grain. 

Human: Let me just follow up just a little bit, we had this 
mini-symposium Saturday and Sunday afternoon, those of us 
who work some with the National Live Stock and Meat Board. 
It was pointed out by someone that there is more seam fat on 
a pound basis, there is more seam fat in this carcass, than 
there is external fat. So, after you finish hot trimming, you still 
have the bulk of fat remaining; and I think this is something 
that is a relevation to some of us. 

Meischen: What we will think will happen there, Dr. 
Huffman, is that the consumer has said that they measure fat 
today on the outside, Le. the trimmable. As we change the 
game and get the trimmable fat down, we’re going to re-focus 
their measurement, if you will, and they’ll begin to say to you 
that fat-seam product won’t sell. The packer is going to 
respond to that through selection, through something in order 
to get that product to that consumer. So, it will happen, the 
evolution of sales is going to force us into that era. 

D. Kropf: This is a little different direction. In looking at 
your video, one place indicated that the consumer had up to 
seven days with this product. But a lot of others place, I think, 
a large emphasis on the fact that you don’t need to freeze. 
Have you perhaps experienced some difficulty because 
some of your customers kept it too long and forgot about the 
seven-day limit and came back with you? I think the empha- 
sis may be quite strong on never freezing it. 

Meischen: Dr. Kropf, that has not been a major problem, 
in fact, I’ve only had three or four consumer comments 
relative to it. There is so much to it; again I ask you to close 
your eyes and think about getting rid of 9000 years of 
tradition in here. The consumer has got as many years of 
tradition and says: “I must freeze this product within a day or 
two of getting it home.” The seven days is a pretty radical 
departure, it’s very rare that they’re keeping it that long. Their 
average expectation is three days, by going seven we’re 
offering 120% more than what they’re used to. So it’s very 
rare that they even keep it that long. 

R. Bray: Have you done some studies on the economics 
of this. Can you give us some impression as to the differ- 
ences in cost between the way Kroger was doing it, with the 
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kind of cuts they were getting or the box cuts they were 
getting, in comparison to what you’re doing? 

Meischen: 1’11 make a couple of comments along that line, 
elaborate on it a little bit. Kroger has taken the position of 
parity pricing at retail, if they have instore-cut meat at $2.69, 
EXCEL is $2.69. In order to be able to afford to do that, two 
things must happen: one, they must begin not to measure 
their businesses, (“they” being retail community) in terms of 
percentage points. We’re now dealing with a product that 
doesn’t have need and input for labor and packaging, mar- 
keting, advertising and reduces the need for sanitation, get- 
ting rid of trim, several retail advantages. So, to the extent 
that they acknowledge that early on and say “Fine, I don’t 
have those expenses, i.e., I can pay more and still carry as 
much money to the bank.” That’s one consideration. 

The second consideration is that there are some ex- 
penses at EXCEL that are higher. The traditional retail pack- 
age of PVC Styrofoam pad costs some .03 cents a pound, as 
a round figure. And any packaging supplier in the world’s 
going to tell you that these things cost about 10 cents a 
package, so with the average package about a pound, you’re 
looking at 10 cents a pound. So, you’ve got some heightened 
packaging costs, but at the same time you have certainly a 
much greater productivity level. The average meat cutter in 
this country only cuts beef about eight hours out of his 40- 
hour work week, we’re finding out. So, our productivity is 
considerably higher than theirs, there are some compensat- 
ing balances. 

Bray: Looking down the road, where this could be the way 
all meats are merchandised or most meats are merchan- 
dised. What’s it going to mean? Is it going to mean a lower 
cost to the consumer or a higher cost, currently? 

Meischen: Our recommendation to our customers is a 
dime cent-per-pound price spread between our product and 
a store-cut product. So, in this instance, today, it could, in 
fact, be a higher price. The market place is going to tell you 
long term what your product is worth, and if the consumer 
won‘t pay that, we’re going to know that. Again, we did some 
figures at the break, and if you figure that average per capita 
consumption of beef is some 80 pounds, an average family 
size was 2.2 people, and did all that math, you came up on 
about a 10 cent-per-pound being about $14 a person, 
annualized, incremental increase to buy this type product. Is 
his convenience worth $14 to you, is the point that we’re 
making. Rolex does not give away wrist watches, Mercedes 
Benz does not give away automobiles; we are, in fact, touting 
a brand and there may be a low price spread, somebody with 
a discount product or generic touting other things. This whole 
thing of market segmentation is going to funnel a lot of 
different economics into what we’re about. Once upon a time 
you could buy Coke, now there’s diet and classic and there is 
caffeine-free, diet caffeine-free, cherry diet, cherry, etc., so 
the market place is going to set the price. 

Bray: But I was hoping you were going to tell me what I 
wanted to hear; that in the long run, with all the product being 
processed in your plants, that you’ll be able to utilize the by- 
products, the fat, the bone, etc., and with a mass production 
that you’re really going to be able to put that product out 
perhaps more economically than we are now when you think 
of all the steps we go through now to merchandise meat at 
the retail level. 

Meischen: To specifically answer the question, yes, we 
can probably do it cheaper long term than they can, when 
you put everything in the hopper. The question’s going to be, 
what will the market pay for the product? 

D. Meeker: Since EXCEL has entered hog slaughtering, 
do you foresee the same kind of scenario for development of 
branded pork products? 

Meischen: What do you think, sir? 
Meeker: Well, I would like to see it. 
Meischen: I can tell you in all honesty that we don‘t have 

anything started today, but are we looking at doing some- 
thing? Beef today provides a labor force at retail, could this 
whole thing benefit from a pre-packaged pork being avail- 
able? We believe so. 

Kropf: Another observation that our customers made was 
that a lot of the roasts were quite large in size. When you 
figure that this average family is 2.2 people and that people 
don’t want warmed-over roast, I wonder if you are consider- 
ing expanding your product line to have more smaller-sized 
chuck roasts and perhaps some of the other roasts? 

Meischen: That certainly comes with some experience as 
to know just exactly what are the needs of that consumer. 
We’ve been at this thing now “for sale” for about a year. 
Boxed beef has been around for some 15 years to really 
figure out what it’s really about. You’ll see a proliferation of 
various things taking place, size being one of them. Retail is 
very quick to use the term “twist-of-the-wrist” cutting, they’ve 
got an on-sale thickness of product and an off-sale thickness 
of product with the intent of keeping the unit price of that 
product about the same, whether it be on or off sale, because 
they’re concerned about dollar sales through that cash regis- 
ter and they’d much rather $5 cash sales than $2 cash sales. 
So, there is some concern there about how often or how 
many various sizes can you, in fact, offer, but we need to 
offer more than we are. 

T Rourke: I’d just like to know if EXCEL has given any 
consideration to taking the convenience of this product one 
step further and offering a pre-cooked beef product? 

Meischen: Just as many others in the industry are working 
on pre-cooked, we have as well. For all the noise that this 
thing has gotten in the past couple of years, the reality of it 
selling at retail is rather remote. This is a personal opinion of 
mine, and if I’m quoted on it by any of you, I’m going to 
disavow it so if  there’s any newspaper writers here, please 
attribute this to myself and not to our company. I believe, 
personally, that one of the things that would help move that 
whole area of pre-cooked along, would be the getting behind 
it of a major manufacturer (a Kraft or a Pillsbury) because the 
packers involved in it are trying to do so many things that are 
so uneconomical. It’s very high-priced, and they don’t have 
and haven’t made the commitment to major marketing ef- 
forts. The pounds are not there to create enough divisor to be 
able to do all these things that we are here. I mean we’re 
talking about 50% of beef business at retail presently, so 
we’ve got a tonnage factor that allows us to do some of this to 
drive it; whereas, some of the folks involved in the pre- 
cooked don’t. That’s one of our bottom-line comments to that. 

Huffman: Herb, if you want to leave your EXCEL “hat” off 
for a minute, what if you’d speculate on what might happen 
now that Sara Lee has acquired Bill Meyer and Dewitt and 
some of these major firms? 
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Meischen: You’re going to see a big difference there, 
those folks have the technology, they’ve got the marketing to 
move it along, I really think there’s something there, particu- 
larly with the “DINK’ phenomena (dual income, no kid) in this 
country, particularly in urban settings. Not to pick on any- 
body, but in Nowhere, Kansas, population 300, some of the 
convenience items are not nearly as demanded as New York 
City population ten million, etc. So, we’re driven by various 
stimuli and I believe that thing will happen, I really do. 

Huffman: One further question, if somebody else has a 
comment, I don’t mean to monopolize the microphone here. 
Do you feel that there should be any concern for food safety 
related to pre-cooked items? 

Meischen: Yes, that whole area of food safety is a big 
concern to all of us in the industry. The consumer has much 
greater concern than what is being played back; subliminally, 
it’s in the back of her mind, and I don’t mean to be picking on 
the female specifically. The consumer as a population has 
much more concern about that than what we think. The 
“Salmonella” thing with the poultry, on “60 Minutes.” I’m told 
that poultry sales have hurt dramatically since that. So, food 
safety is a big concern to that consumer and we all have to 
be aware of that. This is really getting off down a path Dale, 
but for just a moment. You know there’s one end of the 
spectrum there, one line from General Foods which is very 
short shelf life there, yuppie food, it’s a pre-cooked entree 
being marketed at Bloomingdale’s in New York City. The 
entrees go anywhere from $8.95 to $1 4.95, so it‘s not cheap 
product, but the quality of it is just as excellent as any fine 
French restaurant or Italian restaurant that you could ever go 
to, but one of the things they have done is that the distribution 
system, because it is such short shelf life, I believe it’s five 
days or six days, transports all the raw material, produce it 
very carefully and then move it. So that the meter is running 
on a raw product and not so much on a finished good. So, we 
may see some change, particularly with our working society 
and there may be more frequent stops to shop, howbeit, 
shorter stops, 10 minute jump-in, jump-out, rather than the 
traditional hour or more at the store. 

0. Pilkington: You’ve mentioned that you have about a 
50% split between your product and that cut by the store. 

Meischen: That‘s right. 
Pilkington: You also brought in the different market, or 

segments of the population. Have you figured out which one 
is not buying the 50%? 

Meischen: We’ve got some good indications. This is no 
magic to anybody so 1’11 just discuss it. We have a feeling that 
we do not do as well in the very upscale “he worksishe stays 
at home with the kids,” reason being there that two, three, or 
four trips a week to the grocery store is an event, it’s a way to 
get out of the home. They‘re not as concerned about the 
convenience; hence, that was the generation or part of the 
motivation for that second commercial relative to taste. Be- 
cause, they are as concerned about taste and we’re right in 
the process of doing research in a market that has had equal 
play of both commercials to know where we are, in that area. 

Pikington: One other question, at least in the area of 
Kansas that Kropf was talking about earlier. Do you have any 
feel for some of those small stores in those towns of, let’s say 
5,000 population, as compared to the ones in Charlotte or the 
beach area in North Carolina? 

Meischen: At the last count, there are now some 30 stores 
in the state of Kansas who are running their meat business 
on EXCEL exclusively. They are in those very small, remote 
regions. Reasons being there, from what we can find, is that 
they have never been able to afford the investment of the 
product mix to put out a variety of goods to their consumer, 
nor have they ever been able to afford the shrink inherent 
within traditional packaging. if they did so, so their consumer 
is, in fact, buying more branded beef. 

Probably the biggest reason for that is that we can want to 
do great, the retail executives can want to do great, but if that 
guy in that store doesn’t want to do great, then we won’t! In 
those instances, that guy has gotten in front of those beef 
cases and said, “Here, Mrs. Consumer, this product is good 
for these reasons and, you’ve got an important dinner party 
Saturday night, why not take this cut and prepare it this 
way?” 

Now just to head it off real quick, there has been no 
organized labor response to us. But we’re touting not the 
disillusionment of or the getting out of the retail market but 
the reorientation of them. Kroger has an 800 number and 
they put a label on each and every package; if you have a 
question or comment about this Kroger fresh meat product, 
call. Ninety-five percent of the calls (and they’re averaging 
over 4,000 a week), ask “What do I do with this damn stuff 
now that I got it at home?,” or “I‘ve got this important event 
coming up, what should I have?” The good news is today 
they’re calling, the bad news is: if we don’t respond to them, 
are they going to be there to call tomorrow? 

Hormel’s going to enter the test marketing currently in 
Denver, some shelf-stable products. Eight of them, and every 
one of them has a meat source in it. Now, gosh, you pick up 
and it’s shelf-stable, you read on the back and in three 
minutes you’ve got a very acceptable quality meal. We must 
do something to help the consumer with our products, wheth- 
er it‘s this, commercials, videos, or point-of-sale material, or 
to the extent that a meat cutter becomes a meat technologist, 
and is offering explanations to the consumer on what to do 
with this darn stuff. Particularly as more females are em- 
ployed outside the home, more kids are going to day care 
centers. 

The next five years is not the challenge, it’s what are we 
going to be 10 years or 20 years from now when these folks, 
the kids of the kids, i f  you will, are out there? Combine that 
with the aging phenomena of the population where we eat 
less. We had better find a way to address consumer needs 
and pull our collective heads out of the sand that say “I’ve got 
it, you’re going to take it.” We had better get arm-in-arm with 
that retailer and say “What can we all do to satisfy this 
consumer?” If it’s long ones, short ones, skinny ones, fat 
ones, I don’t care. But you look at every other area of the 
grocery store and you can buy nearly anything you want; with 
low calorie and now we’ve gone back the other way with junk 
pop, the super high calorie, sugar added, three shots of 
caffeine scenario to address that part of the market place. 
Yet in the beef industry we‘ve had “one size fits all.” 

F. Leak: Is it safe for the consumer to take your product 
from the frozen state and microwave-defrost it in the bag or 
do you recommend taking it out of the bag? 

Meischen: We make no recommendation of leaving the 
product in that bag. The packaging does funny things when 
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you start melting it down and just as what happens with 
PVCs and Styrofoam trays doing funny things, we make no 
claim to that or no recommendations. What we are claiming 
is that you will find because it does not have a Styrofoam tray, 
and the surface area is exposed, it will thaw quicker. Yester- 
day afternoon, in my own home, we were late, we had been 
out running around all afternoon, it took about an hour to 
thaw a full top sirlon steak and that thing was hard frozen; 
and it would’ve taken much longer than an hour to take a 
traditional package that you had rewrapped with freezer 
paper, etc., to thaw. 

S. Shackelford: You said you gain about 45% of the total 
beef market in your test markets. I was wondering, did the 
total beef market grow at any point during that test? And if it 
did, what other species were decreased at its cost? 

Meischen: Total beef sales increased anywhere from 4% 
to 15% per store, that’s been our experience today whether 
it’s Kroger or the free-standing experience. We believe that’s 
happening due to this unsatisfied demand, if you will, that‘s 
out there. That now, because of the lack of concern or the 
lesser concern due to shelf life, how many times could we go 
into a store on Monday morning at 8:30 and find three facings 
or find some 40 packages of tenderloin? How many times 
could we find that in the shopped-most hour on Friday or 
Saturday? But now you can, in fact, display product and I 
believe sincerely that one of the reasons for the success of 
the poultry was the fact that it could go on display at any time. 
It’s a proven fact at retail, that you take a display of product 
and if that display is four foot wide but there is only two feet of 
product in it, that two feet could be the most absolute perfect 
product ever produced. It will not sell as well as product a 

third-less quality if the display is full. The consumer feels that 
it has been picked over. So, by keeping more product out 
there, we have, in fact, sold more product. 

At the same time we have seen a shift into much more 
costly product rather than that stuff that’s on feature all the 
time. A Progressive Grocer’s Marketing Guide Book will tell 
you that, on average, about 60% of all beef in this country is 
sold at feature price. What happens when you have a chuck 
roast feature in a grocery store? You spread the darn display 
and it triples in size or quadruples in size. This display of 
other products comes way down because you don’t expand 
that entire display. So, how are you going to sell other items if 
they’re not on sale. So, one of the things that happens is now 
this satisfied demand and this lessening of needs, because if 
I got this 99-cent chuck ad and I’m back there cutting like hell 
to support it, how do I make sure there are strip steaks out 
there or filets for those folks who want them? 

Davis: Herb, do you think there will be a time with the 
growth of your EXCEL branded product that you could disas- 
sociate the word Choice from the brand name? 

Meischen: Break your question up two ways, Gordon; we 
believe, yes, the challenge of the brand is to sell that con- 
sumer franchise on the merits of the brand and not some 
other outside merit. But at the same time, if we choose to 
keep that marbling score and tout this specially selected 
thing, and if we have good success with it, fine, we may walk 
away from the terms USDA Choice. But that doesn’t mean 
we’ll walk away from the selection of that material, you know 
because every automobile with four wheels and tires and a 
little three pointed star on the hood, isn’t a Mercedes. The 
darn thing has to be constructed like one in order to be one! 




