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A proposal by the U.S.
Department of
Agriculture that would

require meat and poultry
merchandisers to provide
nutritional data on products is
making its way through the
government review process.

Under the USDA’s
“Nutrition Labeling of Ground
or Chopped Meat and Poultry
Products and Single-Ingredient
Products” ruling, nutritional
information for ground meats
would appear on packages,
while data on whole meats
could either be presented on
packages or at the point of sale.

While it still is unclear if—
and when—the proposal will
become law, such a mandate
could help propel sales. Indeed,
an on-pack nutritional labeling
test last year found that one-
third of consumers were more
likely to shop at stores that
provide such nutritional data at
the meat case.

The 16-week study was
operated by the Centennial,
Colo.-based National
Cattlemen’s Beef Association
(NCBA) and Indianapolis-
based Marsh Supermarkets Inc.
at 20 stores operating under the
Marsh Supermarkets and LoBill
Foods banners. 

“The use of on-package
labeling will pay off in dollars
and cents in a short period of
time,” says Randy Irion, NCBA
director of retail marketing.

“Consumers are anxious to get
information on their meat
products.”

Beef packages in the test
stores were affixed with labels
spouting a variety of messages,
such as: “Beef is an excellent
source of protein”; “Cooked
ground beef is lower in fat”;
“Iron helps give you energy for

daily activities. Beef is a good
source of iron”; “Cooked
ground beef is lower in
calories”; “Beef is a good source
of zinc”; and “Beef is a good
source of many B-vitamins.”
Labels also revealed the
amount of fat and saturated fat
in the beef.

Signage at the point of sale

Just the facts
Nutrition information on meat and poultry packages and signage 
is likely to boost sales. By Richard Mitchell, Editor
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had such messages
as, “Beef, an
excellent source of
protein to help your
body build lean
muscles”; “Beef, an
excellent source of
zinc to help your
body fight colds and
flu”; and “Beef, a
good source of B-
Vitamins to help
your body turn food
into energy.”

The labeling
initiative also was
promoted in
advertising circulars.

Marsh Super-
markets had a 6-
percent increase in
meat dollar sales and
a 1-percent gain in
pound sales during
the test. LoBill Foods
generated a 2-percent increase
in dollar sales and a 4-percent
gain in pound sales.

In addition, pound sales of
lean cuts increased 7 percent at
Marsh stores and 3 percent at
LoBill outlets. 

Meanwhile, 52 percent of
consumers surveyed said their
attitudes on the health aspects
of beef were more positive after
the test.

Study results mimic the
findings of similar research that
was conducted in 2003 at
Matthews, N.C.-based Harris
Teeter Inc. outlets and Tolleson,
Ariz.-based Fry’s Food & Drug
Stores, Irion says.

He adds that that the test
highlighted the importance of
educating consumers on the
nutritional benefits of meat,
and how nutritional data

changes shoppers’ views and
behavior towards the protein.

Such labeling also is
important because more
consumers are looking for
healthy claims on food, says
Mary Young, NCBA executive
director, nutrition.

“Saturated fat—which leads
to heart disease—is the top
health concern of shoppers,
and the meat case is the
number-two source for
saturated fat after dairy,” she
notes. “Retailers that are not
focusing on health and
wellness will not stay in
business.”

Young says that meat
retailers are “probably not
doing enough” to leverage
consumers’ interest in health.

“The new wave is to
promote the vitamins, minerals

and nutrients in food
and meat is a good
source of that,” she
states. 

It also is
important to stress
the leanness
attributes of meat,
she says. Young notes
that there are 29 cuts
of beef that meet the
government’s
definition for lean,
including 10 of the 12
most popular whole
muscle cuts.

Meats labeled as
lean must, for a 3-
ounce serving, have
fewer than 10 grams
of total fat; 4.5 grams
or less of saturated
fat; fewer than 95
milligrams of
cholesterol; and have

less than 175 calories.
The lean items—which

include Sirloin Tip Side Steak,
Top Sirloin Steak, 95-Percent
Lean Ground Beef, Top Round
Steak, Bottom Round, Shoulder
Petite Tender, Flank Steak,
Chuck Shoulder Pot Roast, Top
Loin Strip Steak and T-Bone
Steak—account for about 30
percent of beef dollar sales and
25 percent of the beef cuts sold,
Young says.

“You put ‘lean’ in front of
anything and it sells,” she adds.
“People have a love affair with
beef, but they also want to feel
good about their choice.”

Another 16-week nutritional
labeling study is scheduled to
begin this spring with 40 stores
that are operated by
Scarborough, Maine-based
Hannaford Bros. Co.  ❍
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