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Evaluating Processed Meat Products

DEAN W. HENDERSON* and WESLEY N. OSBURN1

In the April 1997 issue of Meat Marketing and Technol-
ogy, the results of the Consumer Purchase Behavior of Pro-
cessed Meat at Retail study were presented. The study
showed that the processed meat market was in the neigh-
borhood of 10 billion dollars. It was also interesting to note
that 66% of all pork and 12% of all beef was sold as pro-
cessed meat. This data points out the importance of this seg-
ment of the meat industry.

Processors who are producing and selling a wide variety
of sausage, ham, bacon, and poultry products are continu-
ously striving to improve the products they manufacture. How
do these processors go about improving their products? Ob-
viously, there are many ways to approach improvement; 1)
taste panel (both trained and consumer panels), 2) ingredi-
ents used, 3) processing technology and equipment used (tum-
blers, processing ovens, etc.), and the list can go on.

This reciprocation session is to look at the evaluation and
judging of processed meats entered into a competition (Prod-
uct Show). Many meat scientists are involved in conducting
and/or evaluating products in the various product competi-
tions. How do we approach the evaluation? What are the
important factors of evaluation and how are the factors

weighted (importance of each)? To start the discussion let
me present what I and others think are the three general
categories that should be considered when evaluating pro-
cessed meat products.

1. External Appearance
- Color
- Conformation
- Trim
- Uniformity of shape
- Lack of defects

2. Internal Appearance
- Color (cured or fresh)
- Ratio of lean to fat
- Texture
- Particle size/definition
- Lack of defects

3. Flavor/Aroma/Taste
- Aroma
- Flavor
- Edibility

How values are attached to these categories is somewhat
arbitrary. Examples of a few score cards used with the AAMP
American Cured Meat Championship and the Wisconsin
Association of Meat Processors Product Show are shown in
Figures 1, and 2. Flavor is assigned the highest point value.
One of the discussions we could have is: are the points as-
sociated with the categories appropriate?

Another important aspect of a competition is the rules for
each class. The processor wants to know what to expect
relative to the evaluation. During my years of working with
product shows a number of concerns are typically raised by
participants and evaluators. Some examples are:
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1. Number or pounds/links to be entered
2. Casing size
3. Cutting

- Ham-bone-in
- Ham-boneless
- Sausage-small cut/link/ring/ ss large diameter

4. Cooking/heating
- Fresh products-fry - Microwave
- Others

5. Colored vs. non-colored casings
6. Be consistent
Processors look for comments on positive and negative

aspects of the evaluation to improve their products. The score
cards we use in Wisconsin and with the AAMP competition

have a check list to indicate the problem or the attributes for
that product. We find that it is easier and quicker to check
the item compared to making written comments. As the judge
becomes busy and time becomes a factor, fewer comments
are made. The check list has proven very helpful.

As we look at the score cards we also must assess de-
fects. Listed below are examples of defects presented:
• Two toned muscle
• External color
• Blood spots
• Uncured areas
• Holes in product
• Fat pockets
• Gelatin pockets

Reciprocation participants offered responses in identify-
ing resources to train students in evaluating cured meat prod-
ucts:
• Meat Industry Magazine’s “Cures for Cured Meat Defects”
• Take students to respective state cured meats contests and

assist and/or serve as judges 3 Put inexperienced judges
with experienced judges during cured meats contest
To help train processors in improving their cured meat

products the following comments were offered:
• One could utilize processors who do not have entries

within the contest (could be new or experienced proces-
sors)

• Use cured meats contest as a beginning processed meats
evaluation class

• Develop cured meats classes and let processors judge
them and present oral reasons for their placing

• The purpose of the contest is to learn
• Must sell the show as a way for processors to improve

their cured meat products
To improve educational opportunities associated with

evaluating cured meat products, the following comments
were made:
• Incorporation of sensory evaluation techniques in evalu-

ating cured meat products
• Cleanse palate
• Triangle test
• Other techniques

Reciprocation participants identified potential opportu-
nities for the AMSA to develop continuing education mate-
rials/shortcourses:
• Development of a Cured Meat Evaluation Handbook
• Contract with state institutions to videotape a cured meat

contest and show a step by step process in evaluating a
variety of cured meat products
Reciprocation participants discussed ways to train and

provide opportunities for graduate students to improve their
skills as evaluators of cured meat products:

• Additional hands-on training would be helpful
• Collaboration among faculty, judges, etc. to collect cured

meats slides as instructional materials to use for training
students

• Development of a web site to view pictures of cured meat
defects prior to judging

• Cured meats contests in Germany have cured meats con-
test handbook/guidelines

• Pairing students with judges lets students “get a feel” for
the process
Reciprocation participants discussed selecting and pre-

paring judges for cured meat shows:
• Graduate students, faculty, processors who no longer com-

pete
• Let judges work in pairs
• Preparation before the contest-familiarization with rules,

format etc. is crucial
• Define what a “defect” is, and the difference between a

“major” and “minor” defect. What might be a defect in
one region, may not be in another region

• Important for judges to understand the regional charac-
teristics of cured meat products

• Bottom line-we are subjectively evaluating a product. If
it sells for that processor and the customer wants it, that’s
what’s important

• Focus on standards or guidelines that are not scientifi-
cally driven but consumer driven

• Traditional product characteristics must be balanced
against regional preferences for that product
Cured meat show operations were also discussed during

the reciprocation session:
• Need to review regulations-especially for specialty prod-

ucts and country style hams
• Each product should have an ingredient statement and a

processing schedule
• Need to follow rules in classifying products-but still could

be subjective

• Poor bind
• Understuffing
• Greening
• Fat to lean
• Dirty smoke racks/screen
• Tar on product
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• Both the judge and the superintendent must be respon-
sible for determining if a product meets the category stan-
dards

• Specialty product category is a difficult class, may need
to consider a “new products” class to help alleviate con-
fusion

• Rules must be as clear as possible

• Consideration should be given for developing cookery
(heating) standards for cured meats prior to tasting prod-
uct-since a majority of the score is based on flavor

• Judging bacon is extremely difficult-rind vs. no rind, de-
gree of doneness, cookery equipment

• Use of a reference sample may help (visual, textural, sen-
sory)

FIGURE 1.

American Cured Meat Championships, Sponsored by the American Association of Meat Processors, Elizabethtown, Pennsylvania
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FIGURE 2.




