
Livestock projects have always been the foundation for youth 
development in the 4-H and FFA programs in Texas. In fact, 
Texas leads the nation in the number of livestock projects exhibit-
ed. Most young people who exhibit livestock participate in county 
or state livestock shows where the animals are auctioned. These 
animals often bring premium prices. Young exhibitors may use 
their auction proceeds to purchase animals for future projects, 
pay feed bills, or pay for their college educations. 

In 2006, 76,326 market projects (swine, meat goats and steers) 
and 13,452 breeding projects were entered in county and local 
fairs, for a total of 89,778 entries exhibited by young people in 
Texas (Coufal, 2007). From 2000 to 2006, the number of meat 
goat and beef cattle entries increased by 68.73 percent and 11.25 
percent, respectively. During the same period, the number of 
swine and sheep entries decreased by 4.03 percent and 4.34 per-
cent, respectively.

Adult leaders are often asked what happens to project animals 
after they are sold. Most of them are harvested at local packing 
plants or sent to a major packing plant. In 2006, the market ani-
mals exhibited by 4-H and FFA members produced 14,870,327.9 
pounds of carcass (Coufal, 2007). After processing, this would be 
about 7 million pounds of meat added to the food industry annu-
ally by youth projects. 

It is imperative that young people involved in market live-
stock projects understand the importance of producing a safe and 
wholesome food product. Adult leaders and parents can help by 
being role models and demonstrating proper ways to handle and 
manage livestock. 

In this chapter, we will look at what young people need to 
know about the meat industry, or how market animals get from 
the show ring to consumers’ plates.

Here are some important terms to know about the harvesting 
process. 

◆ Live weight – Total weight of an animal before harvest
◆ Carcass weight – Total weight of an animal after harvest
◆ Dressing percentage – The percentage of the live weight that 

comprises the carcass weight (Dressing percentage = 
Carcass weight ÷ Live weight x 100)
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Many people in the livestock industry do not fully realize how impor-
tant the consumer is in determining how market animals are produced 
and how meat products are processed. The fact is, consumers often dictate 
changes in the market place. For instance, remember when tall steers were 
in demand in the 1980s, or ultralean hogs were the order of the day in the 
late 1990s? It was consumers who influenced the industry to move in those 
directions, and it was also consumers who helped moderate both these 
extremes through the years. 


The following article looks at the effect of consumer preferences on the 
beef industry.
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In the late 1800s and early 
1900s the infusion of Shorthorn, 
Hereford and Angus genetics 
from England was observed in the 
U.S. cattle industry. These breeds 
were mated to the native Texas 
Longhorns. Texas Longhorns were 
noted for their hardiness and 
foraging ability, but not for growth 
or muscularity. The British breeds 
offered enhanced growth and mus-
cularity when mated to Longhorn 
cows. The resulting crossbreed 
calves survived well on winter 
range conditions and demonstrat-
ed a growth and weight advantage 
the following spring. The market at 
that time favored older, grass-fed 
cattle and the British – Longhorn 
Crosses worked well. 


In the 1930s and 1940s, the de-
mand for beef increased. This led 
to the selection of earlier maturing 
cattle that fattened more quickly 
and at lighter weights on forage-
based diets. To achieve this type 
of change, British breed selection 
emphasis was placed on short, 
compact and deep-bodied cattle. 
These cattle fattened faster on for-
age to generate increased market 
value. The cattle were much fatter 
at market because of consumer 
demand for fat and tallow. 


The meat packing industry 
began to transition away from 
excessively fat cattle in the late 
1950s and early 1960s, because 
consumers’ demand changed. Consumers became 
unwilling to spend money on meat cuts with excess 
fat trim. This caused price changes in the mar-
ket place by the beef packing companies. Packers 


began discriminating against 
over-fattened cattle and paying 
incentives to producers for leaner 
cattle with greater meat yield. As a 
result, cattle became leaner, more 
muscular, larger framed, and later 
maturing. 


In the late 1960s and early 
1970s, the European (Continental) 
breeds of cattle were imported 
to the United States. Charolais, 
Simmental, Limousin, Gelbvieh, 
Maine Anjou and others were in-
troduced. These breeds were late-
maturing, large-framed and heavy 
muscled, and positively influenced 
yield grades in their progeny. The 
additional frame size and growth 
were not without consequences, as 
these breeds sired heavier calves at 
birth, which resulted in increased 
calving difficulties or dystocia. 
Selection emphasis was placed on 
moderating birth weight and calf 
shape to decrease dystocia.


Cattle became larger from 
the late 1970s through the early 
1990s. The beef packing industry 
documented an increase in carcass 
weights. But the automation and 
boxed beef trade did not want 
carcasses exceeding 950 pounds, 
so pricing structure discounted 
extremely heavy carcasses. This 
caused the industry to moderate 
the size of finished market cattle. 
Quality grades became the focus 
of many grid pricing schemes, fur-


ther emphasizing the economic advantage of rais-
ing choice quality grade beef. Structural soundness 
became more important because structurally sound 
animals performed more favorably for growth rate. 


A Brief History of the Beef Industry:
A look at the cattle ring      by Dr. Chris Skaggs


1904 Grand Champion Steer at the 
Chicago International Live Stock 
Show Exposition (Ritchie, n.d.).


1950 Grand Champion Steer at 
the International (Ritchie, n.d.).


1985 Grand Champion Steer at 
the Houston Livestock Show & 


Rodeo (Ritchie, n.d.)


2007 Grand Champion Steer at 
the Iowa State Fair (Roger Cattle 


Company, 2007).
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Listed below are some consumer and purchasing trends for all live-
stock species.


Table 5. Current consumer and purchasing trends for each market species. 


Species Trend


Goat • Goat meat, or cabrito, is being purchased primarily by immigrants from Mexico, the Middle East and  
Caribbean nations. 


• Goat meat is in demand among ethnic groups within metropolitan areas (New York, Chicago and 
California) because it is a food of those cultures.


• People of different religions purchase different parts of the goat for consumption.
• The three most consumed portions are the rack, loin and legs.
• Most goat meat is served in high-end restaurants in metropolitan areas.
• Producers are marketing directly to consumers to expand the niche market.


Lamb • Interest in organic lamb has grown 20 percent or more annually through the 1990s.
• The three most consumed portions are the rack, loin and legs.
• Texas is the leading lamb producer in the U.S.
• The highest consumption is on the east and west coasts, where there are larger ethnic populations.
• Producers are marketing directly to consumers to expand the niche market.


Pork • Pork consumption is highest in the Midwest, followed by the South, the Northeast and the West. Rural 
consumers eat more pork than urban or suburban consumers.


• Pork consumption varies by race and ethnicity.
• African Americans are the largest consumers of pork
• Higher income consumers tend to eat less pork.
• Processed pork constitutes 62 percent of the total pork consumed.
• Consumers eat more smoked ham (14.4 pounds per person per year) than any other processed pork 


product.
• Smoked sausage is the second most consumed processed pork product (6.5 pounds per person per year).
• Fresh pork constitutes 38 percent of the total pork consumed.
• Pork chops are the most popular fresh pork product, accounting for more than 28 percent of fresh pork.
• Fresh ham constituted 13 percent of all fresh pork cuts.


Beef • Beef consumption is highest in the Midwest, followed by the South and the West. Rural consumers  
eat more beef than urban or suburban consumers.


• Beef consumption varies by race and ethnicity.
• African Americans consume the most beef (77 pounds per person per year), followed by Hispanics 


(65 pounds) and Whites (62 pounds).
• Low-income consumers tend to eat more beef than higher income consumers.
• Convenience is becoming very important to beef consumers.
• Eighty-seven percent of beef purchased is fresh beef (ground beef, steaks, stew beef, beef dishes).
• Ground beef made up 42 percent of the fresh beef purchased in 2005.
• Steaks made up 20 percent of the fresh beef purchased in 2005.
• Thirteen percent of beef purchased is processed beef (smoked sausage, corned beef, beef jerky).
• Improving the taste and quality of individual cuts of meat is being emphasized.
• Consumers want improved taste and color.
• Palatability and appearance are crucial to consumers.
• Consumers want leaner meats.
• Processors are meeting consumer demands by extracting single muscles from primals, adopting new 


processing methods, or encouraging producers to produce better quality grades.
• Some products carry County of Origin labeling.
• Organic and natural meats are gaining popularity.


Source: Davis and Lin, 2005; R. Griffin, personal communication, September 12, 2007; S. Ramsey, personal communication, 
September 14, 2007.
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Summary
Youth livestock projects are a significant part of the meat industry 


in Texas and across the nation. With Texas youth livestock projects pro-
ducing nearly 7 million pounds of meat a year, it is imperative that adult 
leaders and parents emphasize the importance of producing wholesome 
products for the food supply. 4-H and FFA members should know about 
dressing percentages, primals, and the effect of consumer preference on 
the meat industry. Adult leaders and parents should serve as advocates and 
mentors for producing safe, high-quality meat products for consumers. 
The Quality Counts program teaches young people to 


◆ Estimate the number of livestock projects on feed
◆ Calculate carcass weight (dressing percentage) for each species
◆ Estimate the total pounds of meat produced annually through live-


stock projects
◆ Understand the influence of the consumer on the selection of mar-


ket animal types
◆ Identify the primals and percentage of each primal for each species 


of livestock
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Helpful Highlights


Impact of 4-H and FFA market 
livestock 
◆ In 2006, 76,326 market projects (swine, meat 


goats, market lambs and steers) were entered 
into county and local livestock shows. 


◆ Between 2000 and 2006, entries of meat goats 
increased 68.73 percent and entries of beef 
cattle increased 11.25 percent. 


◆ During the same period, the number of swine 
entries decreased 4.03 percent and the num-
ber of sheep entries decreased 4.34 percent.


◆ In 2006, market entries exhibited by young 
people produced 14,870,327.9 pounds of 
carcass.


Harvesting livestock 
◆ Understanding the harvesting process is an 


important part of raising market livestock 
projects.


◆ Dressing percentage, live weight, carcass 
weight, primal and retail cut are important 
terms associated with the harvest process.


◆ Dressing percentage is calculated by the 
following formula: (Carcass weight ÷ Live 
weight) x 100). 


Dressing percentage and carcass 
◆ High dressing percentage is important when 


dealing with market livestock.
◆ Average dressing percentages for different 


species: Pork – 74.7%, Lamb – 61.2%, Beef – 
54.0%, Goat – 50.0% 


◆ Dressing percentages are affected by the char-
acteristics of the different livestock species. 


Consumer trends and the show ring
◆ Consumer demands play a big part in live-


stock production trends. 
◆ In the late 1800s and early 1900s, Shorthorn, 


Hereford and Angus cattle from England 
were mated to native Longhorns to produce 
cattle noted for their hardiness and foraging 
ability, but not for growth or muscularity


◆ In the 1930s and 1940s, the demand for beef 
increased, which led to the selection of earlier 
maturing cattle that fattened more quickly at 
lighter weights on forage-based diets.


◆ In the late 1950s and early 1960s, the meat 
packing industry began to transition away 
from excessively fat cattle because consumers’ 
preferences changed.


◆ European breeds were introduced during the 
late 1960s and early 1970s because they were 
late-maturing, large-framed, heavy-muscled, 
and produced progeny with better yield 
grades—characteristics that were in high 
demand.


◆ Cattle became larger from the late 1970s until 
the early 1990s.


Livestock primals and cuts
◆ The carcass of each livestock species has 


certain primal cuts, which are fabricated into 
smaller cuts for the retail market. 


◆ The largest primal of a carcass comes from 
the rear. 
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A B C D E


Show year Total head Market weight Dressing 
percentage


Carcass weight
(B x C)


Total carcass 
weight
(A x D)


How many market 
steers are on feed?


61%


How many market 
lambs are on feed?


54%


How many market 
goats are on feed?


50%


How many market 
swine are on feed?


74%


Totals 


__________ total pounds of carcass from your family that will enter the marketplace. * 


*To estimate the total pounds of meat provided from your family’s projects, divide the above number by 2. 


We are Raising Market Projects Worksheet
“How much does your family produce?”


The purpose of this worksheet is to help families determine how many pounds of product they pro-
vide to the food supply.
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_____1.  Total weight of livestock at harvest


_____2. Total weight of livestock after being harvested


_____3. The percentage of the live animal that comprises 
the carcass weight. (The formula is: (Carcass 
weight ÷ Live weight) x 100)


_____4. The main portions of the carcass that will be 
further fabricated into smaller cuts


_____5. Cuts of meat that are removed from different 
parts of the primals, then packaged and sold to 
consumers


_____6. Consumers are demanding convenience in this 
market livestock industry


_____7. The skin is left on this animal when harvested, 
resulting in a higher dressing percentage


_____8. This animal has the lowest dressing percentage 
of all market livestock.


A. Carcass weight


B. Beef


C. Live weight


D. Goat


E. Primal


F. Pork


G. Retail cut


H. Dressing percentage


1. C     2. A     3. H     4. E     5. G     6. B     7. E     8. D
Quality Counts–GOLD
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◆ Primals – The main portions of a carcass that will be further pro-
cessed into smaller retail cuts 


◆ Retail cuts - Cuts of meat that are packaged and sold to consumers 
Dressing percentage is important in the meat industry. Carcasses that 


yield higher dressing percentages are more profitable for packers. Packers 
often determine the price paid to producers based on the factors shown in 
Table 1 (and others). These factors vary by species.


Table 1. Factors that affect dressing percentage. 


Factors Examples


Different types of livestock are 
processed in different ways.


Swine are harvested with the skin on, thus 
yielding higher dressing percentages. 


Livestock are fed different diets. 
This can increase or decrease gut 
fill, which in turn affects dressing 
percentage. 


Animals may be withdrawn from feed 12 to 24 
hours before harvest to increase the dressing 
percentage. 


The skins or pelts of different livestock 
species weigh different amounts.


Sheep and goats that are shorn before 
harvest have higher dressing percentages.
Zebu cattle have thicker hides (and lower 
dressing percentages) than Continental 
breeds.


Different species have different types 
of stomachs. 


Swine have monogastric (single-compartment) 
stomachs.
Sheep, goats and cattle have ruminant (four-
compartment) stomachs.


Source: Queensland Department of Primary Industries and Fisheries, 2006; Wulf, n.d.


Table 2. Average dressing percentages of different species and factors that 
affect dressing percentage. 


Species Dressing percentage Factors affecting dressing percentage


Pork 74.7% Gut fill, degree of muscling, skin remaining 
on the carcass, weight of feet and shanks, 
fat thickness 


Beef 61.2% Gut fill, feed type, transit loss (shrink), 
fatness, breed, bruising, carcass weight 
variation, sale method, weather conditions 


Lamb 54.0% Gut fill, muscling, fatness, dry mud, wool, 
ruminant (larger % of body weight)


Goat 50.0% Gut fill, hay and straw feeding (particles 
caught in hair), large horns, dry mud, fatness


Source: Queensland Department of Primary Industries and Fisheries, 2006; Wulf, n.d.
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Use questions from Table 3 to help participants in the Quality Counts 
program understand dressing percentage. Ask how these factors increase 
or decrease dressing percent. 


Table 4 further illustrates the impact of Texas youth livestock projects 
on the food supply. 


Table 3. Ways various factors affect dressing percentage. 


Factor Increase or 
decrease


Explanation


Gut fill 
(stomach content)  The digestive system is removed during the harvesting process. A gut that is full, 


and weighs more, will lower dressing percentage. This is why most packing plants 
remove feed 12 to 24 hours before harvest.


Degree of 
muscling  The more muscle in an animal, the higher the dressing percentage. This is 


because muscle equals meat.


Weight of hide  The heavier the hide, the lower the dressing percentage. During harvest, the hide 
is removed and its weight is lost. 


Fat thickness  The fatter an animal, the higher the dressing percentage. This is because fat, 
muscle and bone are not removed at harvest (although extra fat is removed later 
when retail cuts are processed).


Large horns  Large horns are removed at harvest. Therefore, this extra weight is lost, which 
decreases dressing percentage.


Heavy fleece  Fleece can be quite heavy, and may also contain dirt and vegetable matter (sticks, 
stickers, hay forbs) that make it even heavier. Removing the fleece at harvest 
lowers the dressing percentage of the carcass. 


Skin remains on 
carcass (swine)  The skin is left on when swine are harvested. This results in a higher dressing 


percentage because the weight of the hide is not lost. 


Brahman-type 
hides in cattle  Hides of Brahman-influenced cattle are heavier and thicker, so these animals have 


a lower dressing percentage.


Monogastric 
animal  Monogastrics are single-stomached animals (swine). These animals have a higher 


dressing percentage because their digestive tracts weigh less, meaning more 
weight is in the carcass.


Ruminant animal  Ruminants (cattle, goats and sheep) have four compartments in their stomachs. 
Removing these heavier digestive systems at harvest lowers the dressing 
percentage. 


Table 4. Number of animals in youth livestock projects and the amount of meat they produced in 2006. 


Species Total number 
of livestock


Average 
live weight


Average dressing 
percentage


Average carcass 
weight1


Estimated total 
pounds2


Pork 32,751 269 74.7% 200.94 6,580,985.9


Beef 8,435 1,256 61.2% 768.67 6,483,731.5


Lamb 11,323 130 54.0% 70.2 794,874.6


Goat 23,817 90 50.0% 45.0 1,071,765.0


Total pounds 
for all species


14,931,357


1Carcass weight= Dressing percentage x Live weight
2Total pounds = (Live weight x Dressing percentage) x Total number of livestock
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After harvest, carcasses are cut into primals, which are the main por-
tions of the carcass. Each species has a particular number of primals and 
specific names for its primals. Many packing plants send primals to other 
meat processors where they are further fabricated into small cuts. As these 
small, retail cuts are produced, they can be tailored to the kinds of cuts 
consumers are purchasing in a given area. 


The following illustrations show the primals for each of the market 
species and the percent of carcass for each primal. 


Figure 1. Pork primals (Pork Cut Id, 2007).


• Ham – 24%
• Miscellaneous – 22%
• Side (belly) – 19%
• Loins – 18%
• Picnic – 9%
• Boston butt – 8%


Clear plate


Back fat


Loin


Boston
butt Spareribs


Bacon Ham
Picnic


Hind feet
(Pig’s Feet)


Wholesale cuts of pork


Shank


Leg Loin
Rib


Shoulder


Neck


Breast
Foreshank


• Leg – 34%
• Shoulder – 28%
• Breast – 17%
• Rack – 8%
• Loin – 9%
• Shank and kidney – 4%


Premium Cuts/Premium Priced
Most Versatile/Mid-Priced
Tough but Flavorful/Lowest Priced


Figure 2. Goat and lamb primals (The Healthy Butcher, 2006).


Neck
Beef Carcass Breakdown %


• Chuck – 28%
• Hip/Round –25%
• Rib  – 12%
• Loin – 9%
• Sirloin – 7%
• Plate – 6%
• Flank – 5%
• Brisket – 5%
• Shank – 3%


Figure 3. Beef primals (Beef Information Center, 2007).


Hip 25%


Flank 5%
Plate 6% Brisket 5% Shank 3%


Sirloin 7% Loin 9% Rib 12% Chuck 28%


Jowl
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