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The value added processing of yesteryear was driven by
the need for preservation. Salt and smoke were the key tech-
nologies available to meet the opportunity, thus smoked prod-
ucts filled that need and subsequently developed as a cat-
egory of taste as the technologies of food preservation evolved.
For decades processors continued to concentrate on the tra-
ditional smoked product and sausage categories developing
products that met consumer’s taste, quality and convenience
expectations. These products populated the breakfast and
lunch tables while the dinner table was reserved for “fresh
meat.” Breakfast and lunch were the convenience meals with
kids rushing off to school and husbands packing their lunch
bucket. Mother’s and grandmother’s days were largely spent
planning and preparing the evening meal. Meats such as pot
roasts, meat loaf and pork chops were the staples and center-
piece of the meal. Fresh meat, however, whether it is pork,
beef, lamb or veal required two main ingredients for a suc-
cessful experience: time and knowledge. These ingredients
(read technologies) are the very ones that are rapidly disap-
pearing from today’s consumer. One need only look at cur-
rent consumer survey data that has aptly characterized the
situation as the 4:30 dinner dilemma.

• 2/3 of all dinner decisions are made the same day
• The majority of consumers wait until 4:30 to decide what

to have for dinner
• Nearly 80% of consumers spend less than 45 minutes

preparing a meal
(NCBA/Leo Burnett Co. Category Management Qualitative
1996)

Meal Solutions: The Technology Transfer

The decline of the consumer technologies of time and
knowledge created new opportunities for processors to enter
the emerging category of value added meal solutions. The
mid 1990’s saw small innovator companies such as Burnette
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& Sons, Flint Hill Foods, Harris Ranch and RMH Foods bring
new and innovative products to the marketplace. These prod-
ucts had experienced success in either the food service or
mail order segments of the industry, which generally serve as
forerunners in innovation to retail. The technology transfer
had begun, yet it would not be without challenges.

Further processing red meats to meet today’s consumer’s
expectations for the dinner table are certainly more difficult
than traditional smoked meats. While the harried consumer
may not cook like mom or grandma they certainly remember
what grandma’s pot roast tasted like and the expectations for
these products are relatively high. Convenience, once the pri-
mary expectation for the consumer, is now only a starting
point. The poultry industry has successfully made convenience
a standard that must be satisfied prior to the consumer’s con-
sideration of a product. These challenges of creating great tast-
ing products that are convenient must be addressed on the
process side of the equation. Thus, in building a process sys-
tem designed to deliver on the promise that these products
“aren’t your mother’s TV dinners,” a great deal of attention
must be given to raw material selection, seasoning character-
istics and even plate presentation for the consumer. For us at
RMH Foods, the bar is placed even a bit higher. A 63 year
history rich in tradition of producing only premium quality
processed products led us to the early conclusion that “pre-
cooked” meats could never taste homemade, or better yet,
restaurant prepared. But with careful attention to the afore-
mentioned aspects of processing meal solutions we would
not only rethink that conclusion but also revolutionize the
category.

In terms of raw material selection we believe in starting
with the very finest. Consequently, in beef, we choose to work
exclusively with Certified Angus Beef ®. The consistency of
Certified Angus Beef® is unmatched and consumers have come
to recognize and value the brand. We choose similar quality
when it comes to our pork and poultry products. While we
certainly look for undervalued cuts, we do not take risks with
undetermined quality. Our approach to processing these pre-
mium products is best described as a minimal approach. RMH
Foods is committed to a less is best method. Consequently,
we avoid unnecessary injection with added moisture and
phosphates focusing on a more natural approach to flavoring
and achieving tenderness. We choose high flavor seasonings
that withstand the rigorous cooking and shelf life expecta-
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tions and deliver memorable eating experiences. Seasonings
are topically applied along with the addition of unique and
upscale sauces for selected entrees. Significant attention is
paid to the appearance of seasoned product from both a color
and shape perspective. The goal is to provide a meal as close
to home or restaurant quality as possible.

Packaging is where the technology transfer has benefited
by industry innovation. The ability to produce fully cooked
entrees through the heating, chilling and selling process while
enclosed in an impervious package is invaluable in regards to
food safety, product quality and shelf life. At RMH Foods we
have selected this method exclusively for our meal solutions
product line. Each product is hermetically vacuumed sealed
prior to cooking and sold in that package. The resulting pro-
tection, given that all heating and chilling parameters are met,
enables a 90 day refrigerated shelf life with no degradation of
the product. The cooking and chilling processes must not only
meet food safety standards but RMH Foods quality expecta-
tions as well. Our basic approach is to apply gentle heat in
proportion to the time and temperature requirement for each
product. Field trials on prospective products go through po-

tentially hundreds of iterations until the proper combination
of these requirements achieves the desired results.

The underpinning of these quality processing techniques
is certainly food safety. Each step of the process is carefully
monitored and verified in accordance with recognized HACCP
guidelines. When properly applied, meal solutions produced
under this process system are extremely safe which is a wel-
come comfort to consumers beleaguered by today’s food safety
concerns.

Without a radical shift in either raw materials or lifestyles,
both of which seem unlikely, this transfer of technology will
continue. Processors will respond to the need for this tech-
nology with a continuing array of products. The current chal-
lenge of introducing these products to the consumer will be
met and the meat case of the future will reflect the transfer as
dinner tables are provided with the technology of today and
the taste of yesteryear.
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