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Maturity
The age of a beef animal has a direct effect on the 
tenderness of the meat it produces. As cattle mature, 
their meat becomes progressively less tender. To 
account for the effects of the maturing process on 
beef tenderness, the age of the beef animal is used 
in determining USDA Quality Grades.

Marbling
Marbling, the small flecks of fat that are interspersed 
throughout the meat, is another primary determinant 
of USDA Quality Grade. Beef cuts with higher levels 
of marbling are more likely to be tender, juicy and 
flavorful than cuts with lower levels of marbling.

After maturity and marbling are evaluated, these 
two factors are combined to determine a USDA 
Quality Grade. 

Choosing Between Quality Grades
The main difference between USDA Choice and 
USDA Select is that Select has less marbling than 
Choice.

When selecting a cut, you should be aware of the 
external or trimmable fat on the cut. If consumed, 
the amount of external fat usually will have a greater 
impact on total fat consumed than the fat attributed 
to the marbling.

Prime:  This grade of beef 
contains the most marbling. 
It is generally found at finer 
restaurants and at some 
supermarkets. It is usually 
higher priced because of its 
limited availability.

�Choice:  Choice beef is 
preferred by most consumers 
because it contains sufficient 
marbling for taste and 
tenderness but is usually 
less costly than Prime. This 
grade is frequently found in 
supermarkets. 

�Select:  This grade of 
beef generally has the least 
amount of marbling, making it 
leaner but often not as tender, 
juicy and flavorful as Prime 
and Choice. Select beef is 
readily available at most 
supermarkets. 

The basic principles of meat cookery, as applied 
to both Choice and Select cuts, do not change. 
Less tender cuts, such as those from the chuck 
and round, are best enjoyed when prepared 
by using moist heat cooking methods, such 
as braising, pot roasting and stewing. Use dry 
heat cooking methods such as grilling, broiling, 
roasting and pan-broiling for more tender cuts 
of beef which primarily come from the rib and 
loin. 

For best results, cook steaks to 145°F for 
medium rare and 160°F for medium doneness.  
Cooking to a higher degree of doneness will 
result in a drier less tender steak. 

For exact cooking times and delicious beef recipes, 
visit www.BeefItsWhatsForDinner.com
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There are eight quality grades for beef which 
reflect the amount of marbling (fat within the 
lean), firmness, color and texture of the beef, 
and the maturity of the animal. Generally, only 
three grades are identified and sold at retail: 
Prime, Choice and Select.


