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Can the sharp decline in domestic consumer demand in
market share for beef be stabilized? What role can changing
or privatizing the U.S. beef grading system play?

The following charts and data pertain to the subject of
the major decline in domestic consumer demand and loss
of market share for beef over the past 15 to 20 years.

The Case for Privatizing and/or Substantially
Changing the U.S. Beef Grading System

The top five quality concerns of purveyors, restaurateurs,
and retailers found in the National Beef Quality Audit
(NBQA) reported in 1995 were:

1. Low overall uniformity and consistency.
2. Inadequate tenderness.
3. Low overall palatability.
4. Excessive external fat.
5. Beef’s price is too high for the value received.
The top five quality concerns in a response, reaction, and

consensus panel in the NBQA were:
1. Low overall uniformity and consistency.
2. Low overall palatability.
3. Insufficient marbling.
4. Inadequate tenderness.
5. Excessive external, seam, and beef-trim fat.

Defining Quality Relative to Palatability

For purposes of this presentation, palatability means a
high degree of consistency and a high level of predictability
of quality beef from the consumers’ perspective, relative to
tenderness, taste, flavor, and juiciness of whole muscle and
ground beef products. Palatability means a consistently high
level of consumer eating satisfaction for beef with minimal
variation in tenderness, taste, and juiciness from the per-
spective of the end consumer.
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Figures 15 to 17 outline serious challenges the beef in-
dustry must overcome to meet consumer expectations.

If It Is Not Broken, Don’t Fix It.
If It Is Broken, Fix It.

The present U.S. beef grading system is clearly broken. It
does not differentiate between high quality and poor qual-
ity beef palatability. The result of a grading system that did
differentiate between high quality and poor quality would
be a value-based cattle and beef production, marketing, and
pricing system based on significant price premiums and price
discounts at the feedlot and beef processor level. The status
quo for the U.S. beef grading system is not an option. The
dramatic decline of market share and the sharp loss in do-
mestic consumer demand for beef is truly a cowman’s issue.

A Cattle and Beef Industry Truism

For the past 30 years, the major economic incentive, fo-
cus, and objective of cow-calf producers, feedlot operations,
and beef packers/processors has been on production effi-
ciency and producing more pounds. The focus has not been
on improving beef product quality and palatability from the
consumers’ perspective.

Privatizing the administration and the delivery system of
the present U.S. beef grading system would be a positive
step forward. However, this by itself will not improve beef
product quality and therefore solve the problem of declin-
ing market share and declining domestic consumer demand
for beef.

The Solution

The only realistic and workable way to improve beef prod-
uct quality and to address head-on the sharp decline in
market share and domestic consumer demand for beef is to
send the right economic signals back to the beef cow-calf
operator through a cattle and beef industry value-based pric-
ing system. This value-based pricing system must be predi-
cated on significant price premiums and significant price
discounts based on the major difference in beef product
eating quality that obviously exists today. The present USDA
beef grading system fails to do this, and is clearly broken.
Therefore, the grading system must either be:

1. Changed and improved significantly, or
2. Privatized and therefore significantly improved.
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