
Beef Basics

Land grant schools - including Kansas State University - have the mission of teaching, research and extension. 
My job as a local Extension Agent is to share practical ways to incorporate research findings into daily life. 
Sometimes, that role requires me to share the basics.

Kansas State University meat scientists released research results that studied beef cuts looking at fat content, 
muscle structure and aging. But what do these words mean and how does it affect you as the consumer? 

Let’s start with the basics of beef cuts. The carcass of a food animal is divided into primal cuts which include 
chuck, brisket, shank, rib, plate, loin, flank, sirloin and round. 

Knowing where the cuts of beef are located and the cuts’ characteristics will dictate preparation and cooking 
style. A muscle used for motion (shoulder or leg) tends to be less tender and benefits from a wet cooking method. 
These cuts can be less expensive and are sold as shoulder steak, eye round steak, top round steak, skirt steak and 
flank steak (to name a few). Slow cooking in liquid breaks down the tough connective tissue.  

A muscle used for stability tends to be more tender and flavorful and can often be cooked with dry cooking 
methods. Steaks fall into this category. 

Beef producers want small flecks of fat within the beef muscle (a.k.a. marbling). The butcher can trim the outer 
fat so consumers are not paying for extra weight of the fat. USDA inspectors provide beef quality grading using 
the terms USDA Prime, USDA Choice, and USDA select from their inspection of marbling. Be cautious if a 
meat label or restaurant menu lists the words “Prime” or “Choice” alone. Meat can be labeled with these words 
without being inspected by a trained grader as long as “USDA” is not listed in front of them. These cuts may not 
actually be USDA Prime or Choice. 

Beef aging does not refer to the age of cattle; instead this refers to the amount of time the meat has been stored 
and refrigerated after slaughter. Aging beef involves storing meat at refrigerated temperatures to enhance the 
flavor, juiciness and tenderness of the meat. Wet or dry methods are used. 

As a consumer, stretching your food dollar and stretching a meat dish further is possible using economical cuts 
of beef that best suit a meal or preparation method. Always use a food thermometer to check for safe internal 
temperature. Enjoy beef - it may be “what’s for dinner.” For more ideas, contact K-State Research and Extension 
Cowley County at 620-221-5450. 

Source:  Cattlemen’s Beef Board and National Cattlemen’s Beef Association website; Beef:  Choices, 
Preparation and Flavor Fact Sheet, Lori Sporer & Melissa Thomas, K-State Research and Extension.  

Upcoming K-State Research and Extension Events
Living Well Together programs are free but registration is required at bit.ly/LivingWellTogether-Feb.
 

February 4 - Registrations due for Dining with Diabetes Online, $25, call 221-5450 for details
February 4 – Living Well Together:  A Parent’s Guide to Social Media, 6:45 p.m.
February 11 – Living Well Together:  Love Languages, 6:45 p.m.
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