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PROCESSING AND INGREDIENTS: SODIUM REDUCTION

Nutrient Composition of Meats
Kerri B. Harris

Consumer Issues: Diet and Health

Nutrient Composition of Meats

Today’s consumers are more aware of the nutritional 
composition of the foods they eat and the impact of foods 
on their health. They demand accurate nutritional compo-
sition data to make educated decisions about what they 
eat and are concerned about the impact of foods on their 
health.

The USDA’s Agricultural Research Service (ARS) houses 
the Nutrient Data Lab (NDL). The NDL’s mission is to de-
velop authoritative food composition databases and state 
of the art methods to acquire, evaluate, compile, and 
disseminate composition data on foods available in the 
United States.

For over 115 years the USDA has been responsible for 
providing information on the nutrient content of the US 
national food supply. W. O. Atwater and C. D. Woods 
published the first food composition tables in 1891, after 
they assayed the refuse, water, fat, protein, ash, and car-
bohydrate content of approximately 200 different foods.

The National Nutrient Data Bank now provides infor-
mation for more than 130 nutrients for over 7,000 foods. 
All of the information is provided in a computerized data-
base–the USDA National Nutrient Database for Standard 
Reference (SR). Before 1992, most of this information was 
published in the form of Agriculture Handbook 8 (AH-8). 
However, the printed handbook is no longer available.

These food composition data are the basic foundation of 
most public and private work in the field of human nutri-
tion. Within the federal government, such efforts encom-
pass metabolic and epidemiologic research, dietary treat-
ment of disease, dietary guidance for healthy individuals, 

and planning and implementation of national nutrition 
policies. Nutrition monitoring activities and their results 
depend heavily on USDA’s food composition data.

In the private sector, food composition data are used 
in dietary therapy of patients in hospitals and community 
settings, formal and self-directed nutrition education pro-
grams for adults and children, and preventive guidance 
for obstetric, pediatric, and geriatric populations. The data 
are essential to the calculation of school, hospital, nursing 
home, and other institutional menus.

Due to the multiple uses and the large number of in-
dividuals relying on these data, it is important that the 
information be current and accurate. The latest Standard 
Reference is Release 20, which was issued in September 
2007 and updated in February 2008. It contains data on 
7,510 food items and up to 140 food components. For 
meat, Release 20 includes

05 - Poultry Products

07 - Sausages and Luncheon Meats

Ten - Pork Products

Thirteen - Beef Products

Seventeen - Lamb, Veal, and Game Products

Within each category, there are multiple items. For ex-
ample, the beef category contains 748 items. The items 
are classified as raw or cooked and include a variety of 
fat trim levels – from 0” to 1/2”. Data are also divided 
according to quality grades, representing Prime, Choice, 
Select, and “All” grades.

There were several changes related to meat and poultry 
products that were included in Release 20.

•  Twelve new chicken products (nuggets, tenders, 
patties, ground chicken, and USDA commodity 
canned chicken), raw and cooked, were added.

•  Ten sausage and luncheon items were added.

•  Forty bone-in and boneless fried chicken items 
were added to the Fast Food category.

•  Values for 35 fresh pork cuts (separable lean 
only and separable lean and fat) were replaced, 
and one new pork cut (spare ribs, roasted) was 
added.
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•  Three enhanced pork cuts (shoulder blade steak, 
tenderloin, top loin chop) were added.

In 2006, NDL created a new tool to provide nutritional 
information on ground beef. To provide consumers, sci-
entists, and industry with the nutrient composition infor-
mation for the variety of ground beef available at retail, 
an analytical study was designed to establish the math-
ematical relationship between the various nutrients and 
the total fat content of raw ground beef. Ground beef 
products were purchased nationwide; raw and cooked 
patties, loaves, and crumbles were prepared for chemical 
analyses. The nutrient data generated by chemical analy-
sis were then analyzed by regression statistics. Regres-
sion analysis yielded equations, which could be used to 
estimate nutrient profiles for products ranging from 5 to 
30% fat. Nutrient profiles for raw and cooked ground beef 
products containing 5, 10, 15, 20, 25, and 30% fat are 
currently available in the USDA National Nutrient Data-
base for Standard Reference (SR). The computer program 
(the Ground Beef Calculator) was developed to generate 
nutrient profiles for ground beef products containing any 
fat level between 5 and 30% (e.g., 7% fat). Estimates for 
proximate nutrients (i.e., moisture, protein, fat, and ash), 
minerals, B-vitamins, folate, choline, vitamins A, E, and 
K, as well as major fatty acid classes (including saturated 
and trans fatty acids) are provided. The calculator was 
produced by ARS lead nutritionist Julie Howe with col-

laboration from researcher Dennis Buege and statistician 
Larry Douglass.

The database requires constant review and update. 
From a meat perspective, the more changes we make in 
live animal production practices, the greater the need for 
revising the data. For example, today most beef cuts are 
closely trimmed compared with previous years when the 
external fat was left on the cuts. The data has gone from 
1/2” fat trim levels down to 1/8” and even 0” for many 
beef cuts. Also, pork and beef have become leaner over 
time.

As changes are made, industry associations, such as the 
National Cattlemen’s Beef Association and the National 
Pork Board often fund research to update the nutrient in-
formation. This research is conducted with collaboration 
from the NDL staff, and it requires very strict controls and 
procedures to ensure the accuracy of the data. Updating 
the database requires a significant amount of time and is 
fairly costly. However, it is the only way to ensure that 
current and accurate data are available to those that use 
the Standard Reference. Therefore, it is an important activ-
ity that must be maintained.
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