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PORK QUALITY

Pork industry perspective—RMC 2007

J. Cannon

Hormel Foods Corporation
Over the past 10 to 20 yr, competition for the consum-

er’s protein dollar has increased. The pork industry in the 
United States has met this competition through the devel-
opment of high-quality, value-added, branded products. 
Pork quality is essential for maintaining consumer de-
mand for value-added pork. Ideal pork quality is defined 
as a combination of appearance, taste, nutritional value, 
and wholesomeness. Specifically, the pork industry has 
focused improvement opportunities around pork color, 
water-holding capacity, and pH.

The pork industry has set standards for various pork 
quality traits and, depending on company protocol, mea-
sures these traits routinely. The following are general lev-
els of acceptable pork quality: 1) pH (ultimate): 5.7 to 6.1; 
color: L* = 38 to 44 and National Pork Board color score 
= 3 to 5; 3) purge: <1.5%. Acceptable levels vary depend-
ing on individual needs, time of measurement postmor-
tem, and measurement protocol.

Pork with higher pH and darker color has increased ten-
derness and juiciness, reduced purge and increased yield, 
and improved visual appeal. On the other hand, pork with 
low pH and pale color is tough and dry and has excessive 
purge, poor yield, and poor visual appeal.

Implications of high-quality pork for the processor in-
clude 1) greater availability of product for high-margin 
sales (export, food service, and branded retail) and 2) in-
creased yield of value-added products (enhanced fresh 
pork, ham). Advantages of high-quality pork for the re-
tailer and consumer include 1) reduced shrinkage and 
increased yield; 2) more desirable retail display charac-
teristics (darker color, less purge); and 3) a more desirable 
eating experience (improved tenderness and juiciness).

Pork quality is influenced by a combination of many 
factors. No single factor can be attributed to defining pork 
quality. These factors include genetics, nutrition, animal 
handling, stunning, and chilling. Producers and proces-
sors share equally in controlling the factors that influence 
pork quality.

Research into the factors influencing pork quality dates 
back 40 to 50 yr. In recent years, members of the pork 
industry have worked together to address these various 
factors at the different levels of the pork chain to improve 
pork quality. Research across industry and academia has 
been influential in developing processes to optimize pork 
quality. The industry will continue to focus on opportuni-
ties that not only will improve pork quality but also will 
improve the demand and value of pork.


