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This fact sheet explains beef carcass data, illustrates measurements, and discusses grouping and ranking procedures. 

The averages and ranges for data are given to enable you to compare individual data to industry averages.

I. Quality Grades - Prime, Choice, Select, Standard, Commercial, Utility and Cutter

USDA beef quality grades are determined by maturity (degree of skeletal ossification and lean color) and marbling (fat flecks in the lean). Diagram 1 illustrates the marbling-maturity-grade relationship.

The purpose of quality grades is to separate carcasses into groups similar in eating quality to facilitate marketing.  Research results indicate that there are relatively small differences in the eating quality of Prime, Choice and the upper half of the Select grade. Lower Select and Standard beef is generally drier, less flavorful, and more often unacceptable.  Over the past number of years a number of “branded” or “specialty” beef programs have evolved.  Some of these utilize exclusively the upper 2/3’s of the Choice grade along with Prime in the A maturity range, while others cater to niche markets such as organic and/or source verified products. 
Beef grading is voluntary and about 77% of all beef is graded.  Among graded carcasses about 3% are Prime, 56% are Choice and 40% are Select.  More beef qualify for Select than are reported.  These carcasses are generally sold as non-graded, “housebrand” beef.  For a variety of reasons there is often a price difference of $6 to $10 per cwt. between Select and Choice grade carcasses.  Price premiums in the upper 2/3’s of Choice and Prime tend to be relatively small.

II. Yield Grades - 1 2 3 4 5

The USDA beef yield grades (YG) categorize carcasses into groups that are similar in yield of closely trimmed, saleable retail cuts. A score of YG1 has the highest product yield and YG5 the lowest. The numerical yield grade score is determined using measures of fatness and muscling to derive an estimate of marketable / edible product.  Contact the authors for more detail on calculation.
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Theoretically a $5 to $8 per cwt. spread should exist in carcass value between each yield grade.  But, in reality 1's, 2's and 3's are priced nearly the same. Yield grade 4's and 5's often have a wholesale carcass price $12 to $20 lower than yield grade 1, 2 and 3 carcasses.

Yield differences and the distribution of yield grades are shown in table 1.

Table 1 – approximate Retail Yield Differences and Distribution of Yield Grades

Table 1 - Approximate Retail Yield Differences and Distribution of Yield Grades

                                                                                          Yield Grades

                                                                           
     1       2       3       4        5

Approx. % semi-boneless closely trimmed cuts               70     67     64     60      55

% Distribution (among graded beef)                            
    13     45     36       6     <.5

A Yield Grade combines fat cover, ribeye area, hot carcass weight, and percent kidney, heart, and pelvic fat into one numerical value. Each of the components accounts for some variation in yield of trimmed retail cuts. Table 2 shows the averages and ranges for the factors that are used to predict yield, and diagram 2 illustrates where fat is measured over the ribeye (arrow) between the 12th and 13th rib.  Ribeye area is determined by measuring the cross sectioned area of the longissimus muscle (shaded) at the same location.

Diagram 2

Table 2 - Industry Averages and Ranges
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                                   Averages                            Ranges

Fat cover                     .4 – .6                               .1 to 1.0

% KHP                          2.0                               1.0 to 4.0%

Ribeye area     9.8   11.0  12.2  13.4  14.6        8.0 to 20.0 sq. in.

Carcass wt.     500   600   700   800   900

12th -13th Rib

III. Carcass Groups
The recommended grouping procedures combine carcass merit with current market value differences.  The objective of these procedures is to identify very desirable, intermediate, and less desirable carcasses.  Table 3 illustrates the groups.

Table 3

Group 1     Choice or Prime, Y1 or Y2 (Y3 Prime may be included.)

Group 2     Choice or Prime, Y3

Group 3     Select, Y1 - Y3

Group 4     Standards or Y4’s and 5’s and other deficiencies

The grand champion and reserve champion carcasses should approach an ideal carcass.  That is a carcass that has very acceptable quality (desirable lean color, texture, and marbling), a high yield of retail cuts, above average muscling and a desirable carcass weight (600 to 900 lb.). These carcasses should come from group 1, but may not always have the lowest yield grade.  Current markets have rewarded advantages in Quality Grade over minor advantages in Yield Grade.
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