The Evolution of Lean Beef
There’s something better about the beef you know and love.
While lean beef has always been a popular, nutrient-rich source of high-quality protein that can help
Americans meet their nutrient needs, today’s beef is leaner than ever.
Lean beef is more widely available in the U.S. today because of many changes during the past 40 years in cattle
breeding and management practices and retail trimming, many of which were driven by changing dietary
recommendations and consumer preferences. An article published in the journal Meat Science explores the
reasons behind these changes and their impact on today’s beef.1

Beef Production Practices
Changes in cattle breeding and fat trimming methods have
resulted in increased availability of leaner beef. Today, more
than two-thirds (69%) of beef sold at retail, including
popular cuts like Sirloin steak, Tenderloin, T-Bone steak
and 95% lean Ground Beef, meet the government guidelines
for lean.2
What most people find surprising is that less than 10% of
saturated fat and total fat in the diet comes from beef, and
the total and saturated fat content from trimmed steak has
declined throughout the past 50 years.3,4 For example, the
total fat content for a completely trimmed Sirloin steak has
declined 34% from 1963 to 20105,6 and the saturated fat
content has declined 17% between 1990 and 2010.6,7

Changes In Consumer Preferences
Since the early 1980s, dietary recommendations have changed consumer preferences to beef that has been
trimmed of fat. The 1980 Dietary Guidelines for Americans, which recommended consuming lean meats and
“trimming excess fat off meats,” drove increased demand for leaner cuts and increased trimming, ultimately
resulting in an 80% decrease in external fat on retail beef cuts throughout the past 26 years.8,9

Did You Know?
Americans are currently eating beef at levels that fit a variety of healthy eating patterns – which helps the 94% of
Americans who eat beef, at least monthly, to meet the goals of the 2010 Dietary Guidelines for Americans.10,11 And
contrary to popular thought, Americans are currently consuming beef in moderate amounts at an average of
1.7 oz. of beef daily; a small fraction of the 5.5 oz./day of Protein foods recommended by the Dietary Guidelines.3

The Evolution of Lean Beef
Impact on Heart Health
Research shows lean beef can be good for heart
health. Evidence from clinical trials indicates that
lean beef is equally as effective as lean white meat
at lowering LDL cholesterol when included as
part of a well-balanced, low-saturated fat diet.1
The Beef in an Optimal Lean Diet (BOLD) study
demonstrated that eating lean beef, as part of a
heart-healthy diet and lifestyle, can lower LDL
(bad) cholesterol by up to 10%, as much as any
other recommended heart-healthy diet.12
Contributing to its heart-health benefits, half of
the fatty acids in beef are monounsaturated (the
same type of heart-healthy fat found in olive oil) and nearly one-third of the saturated fat is stearic acid, a
fatty acid that has been shown to have neutral effects on cholesterol.1

Contribution to Nutrient Adequacy


Calorie-for-calorie, beef is one of the most naturally



nutrient-rich foods.
On average, a 3 oz. serving of lean beef is about 150
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calories and an excellent source of six nutrients
(protein, zinc, vitamin B12, vitamin B6, niacin, and
selenium) and a good source of four nutrients
(phosphorous, choline, iron and riboflavin).6
Americans’ favorite cuts of lean beef like Tenderloin,
Top Loin (Strip steak) and 95 percent lean Ground
Beef each have 10 essential nutrients for less than 10
grams of total fat in a 3 oz. portion.6
U.S. dietary survey data shows that fresh beef is the
number one source of protein, vitamin B12 and zinc in
the American diet.13
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