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Cattle Update: Beef Flavor Counts More Than Tenderness
 
There’s been a lot of talk about tenderness in the beef industry lately. Tenderness markers have been identified and bulls are marketed with much fanfare surrounding this single trait. So tenderness must be king with the consumer, right?
 
Not so fast, says Mark Miller, San Antonio Live Stock Show distinguished professor of meat science at Texas Tech University.
 
“Beef can fail due to flavor, too,” he says. “Once there’s enough tenderness across the industry, then we have to focus on the flavor.”
 
Recent Texas Tech University research shows that 1,440 consumers actually placed more value on flavor than on tenderness. The grand summary says flavor held 59% of the importance in determining if a cut of beef met the participant’s satisfaction level. Tenderness came in second at 25%, followed by juiciness.
 
“They varied a little, but flavor and tenderness were the most important in every demographic,” he says. The research compared USDA Choice and USDA Select in three markets: the Washington D.C./Boston area; Lubbock, Texas; and Phoenix, Ariz. It also tested several groups of people, categorized by income, gender, age and education.
 
You might think consumers with limited income are easier to please. Not so, the study found. “People in the low-income group determine satisfaction based on these same factors,” Miller says. “All beef consumers can tell beef palatability in the same way.”
 
Millers says results of a 2005 National Cattlemen’s Beef Association (NCBA) survey indicate that around 90% of all beef meets the “acceptable” level for tenderness. That’s determined by Warner-Bratzler shear force; beef cuts that require more than 4.9 kilograms of force to shear are a problem for most consumers.
 
“When 90% of the beef in the U.S. meets tenderness thresholds, flavor is going to become the most important driver,” he says. Although more research needs to be done on what factors influence beef’s taste, Miller has an idea of where to start.
 
“We know marbling has a big effect on flavor,” he says. “A higher degree of marbling increases the flavor,” he says.
 
The Texas Tech take-home point, Miller says, is that consumers don’t just want tender beef; they want tasty, tender beef. The industry must maintain its focus on assuring tenderness while facing the fact that it must add more focus on marbling.
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