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Processor s Perspective on Current 
and Future Trends in Meat Quality 

Doug Sutton 

Introduction 

The last 30 years of pork quality research has been un- 
able to identify a  silver bullet  that would guarantee supe- 
rior meat quality and consumer acceptance on every occa- 
sion. However, considerable strides have been made result- 
ing in a significant reduction of inferior quality pork prod- 
ucts. This reduction is most likely due to the removal of 
known genetic defects from commercial populations, edu- 
cation of employees on swine handling both on the farm 
and at the plant level, and a better understanding of the 
metabolic events that occur during the conversion of mus- 
cle to meat. 

Some of the biggest hurdles to overcome when dealing 
with pork quality is the  s perception of what pork quality 
encompasses, the interpretation and scope of the traits that 
are involved, and the target customer s expectations. For the 
purposes of this discussion, pork quality will be defined as 
the economic attributes that affect muscle functionality and 
consumer acceptability. The initial discussion will be a brief 
opinion on current trends and the latter part will discuss 
future objectives. 

Color 

Color of fresh meat products is highly influential in the 
consumer s purchasing decision. From the packer perspec- 
tive, pork products that are generally lighter in color have 
reduced water-holding properties. Therefore, trained em- 
ployees are often strategically placed within the production 
operation to visually evaluate products and remove those 
that fall below the guidelines of acceptability. For the most 
part this screening works well, but subjective human 
evaluation is prone to a large degree of error. Employees 
placed in these situations become fatigued quickly, are eas- 
ily distracted, and often times let personal bias influence 
their decision instead of company policy. Sophisticated 

computer software is needed to evaluate not only accept- 
able chop color, but also color uniformity from end to end 
of a loin and chop to chop variability within a case ready 
tray. Muscle color is and will continue to be one of the 
main determinants of superior pork quality. 

Marbling 

Marbling and its relationship to other pork quality traits 
has been the center point of heated discussions as of late. 
The underlying problem with marbling in pork is that con- 
sumers demand pork products exhibiting minimal external 
fat and a limited degree of marbling when viewed in the 
retail case. Conversely, consumers have clearly demon- 
strated a preference for marbling when tasting pork products 
in a blind taste test (NPPC, 1996). This makes for a very 
difficult production and marketing decision. The answer 
often lies in several questions: 

1. Can the desired levels of intramuscular fat be 
achieved in a cost effective manner? 

2. What happens to products that do not meet the estab- 
lished criteria but for which expenses have already 
been incurred? 

3. Will the customer purchase the product? 

4. Can production costs be recouped? These heavier 
marbled products will most likely be used in niche 
market programs to meet customer requirements or to 
provide consistent eating experiences in the food ser- 
vice arena. 

Water-Holding Capacity 

From an economic perspective, water-holding capacity is 
probably the single most important aspect of pork quality. 
At the plant level, the inability of muscle to retain added 
moisture prior to packaging results in lost yield and subse- 
quently lost revenue. This is also becoming a bigger issue 
with regard to internal product shipment for further process- 
ing. Pork products that have inferior water-holding proper- 
ties and are shipped in combos from facility to facility lose a 
substantial amount of moisture that results in lost yield. In 
some cases this loss can be recouped by injecting product 
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to a higher percentage, but with case ready production this 
yield is lost. 

At the consumer level, purge complaints can be numer- 
ous. It is unknown how much value is lost down the drains 
in consumer homes annually from case ready product or 
vacuum packaged product. Furthermore, it is unknown 
what levels of purge consumers consider unacceptable. It is 
apparent that case ready trays of product are the most scru- 
tinized from a purge standpoint. The increased surface area 
as a result of chop portioning provides more avenues for 
fluid to be released from within the muscle. This loss is 
more noticeable in a tray compared to that observed in a 
vacuum bag. 

Future Trends 

Future trends in meat quality will continue to focus on 
niche markets, new product development, and reducing 
production costs of existing products. Niche markets will 
continue to grow at a fairly rapid rate. These programs will 
include  all natural  lines,  never ever  programs, and cus- 
tomer driven products that are of high quality. These pro- 
grams will require additional handling at the processing 
facility in order to maintain identification and ensure that 

they are of the highest quality. Hopefully, in the near future, 
sophisticated on-line sorting devices will be available to 
identify superior quality products. 

New product development will be essential for processor 
profitability. The days of cutting up carcasses and shipping 
out primals in boxes are gone. Today s customer requires a 
convenience that demands detail and ingenuity at the plant 
level. New products that are developed for retail will re- 
quire added convenience in both preparation time and 
combination packages including vegetables and/or starches 
that can be prepared simultaneously with fresh meat prod- 
ucts in a short time for a complete meal solution. 

Food service growth is also on an upward trend with re- 
gard to pork products. There needs to be a major industry 
focus placed on increasing the number of pork items on 
menus. In order for this to happen, new, creative products 
need to be developed that are chef friendly. 
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