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Labels may be more important in meat shopping than in any other common consumer
purchase. Other than being able to distinguish between ground meat and whole cuts,
the average shopper cannot tell the difference between pork and beef, a boneless ribeye
and a New York strip, or flank steak and flap meat. Some buyers want to see lots of fat;
some want to see a little or none. Some consumers buy strictly by price; others have
social agendas that drive their meat-purchase decision.
The cost-conscious buyer is usually happy to purchase meat from their local super
market. The fact that all the meat is sold on Styrofoam trays and covered with plastic
film provides a sought-after convenience. The buyer seems unaware that any less
desirable portions of the meat being purchased are either on the reverse side or hidden
by labelling. They are unaware that the package they are buying may be back-filled
with carbon monoxide gas that keeps red meat looking red for a long time.1 This same
buyer usually wants to be told nothing about how the animal being eaten was raised,
slaughtered or butchered.2 Many go past thinking about animal welfare and do not even
want to think that the package they are purchasing contains the flesh of a once-living
organism.3
Most meat purchases in the United States are made at supermarkets, chain speciality
stores or big-box stores. Purchases from small, independent butchers make up a very
small portion of the market – maybe not significant from the standpoint of dollars
spent, but significant from an emotional level.4 Independent, artisan butchers respond
to the consumer’s desire for a perceived quality level, a specialized feeding programme
or a desire for ‘humane’ slaughtering practices. Although independent butchers are
a small portion of the retail meat business, major supermarket chains are making
adjustments to their marketing practices by adding products that directly address their
competition. Some major chains now offer unpackaged meat sold from a meat case and
limited custom cutting options in addition to their standard array of pre-packaged meat
products.5 Terms like grass-fed, organic, sustainably raised and antibiotic-free are now
routinely found on package labels.6
In between the major chain stores and independent butchers are stores like Whole
Foods Market and The Fresh Market, both major chains, that feature a butcher counter
that sells mostly unpackaged, pre-cut meat. The stores provide the consumer an image
similar to what the buying public visualizes as a traditional butcher, but the majority
of the product sold from the meat case comes to the store as boxed, pre-cut meat. The
counter staff simply has to unbox the meat and arrange it in the case.
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Mass-merchandised product labelling is used to describe sources and husbandry
methods, usually in general terms to satisfy the requirements of a poorly informed,
buzzword-oriented public. The counter staff often seem to know little about the
products they are selling, even though most stores have extensive employee training
programmes.
Independent butchers are classic niche marketers. Although many butchers
offer small grocery sections to support last-minute, dinner-time shoppers, their
primary business is selling fresh meat and value-added meat products. They truly are
independent butcher shops, and not meat counters inside of larger markets offering
one-stop shopping. They generally serve mostly the neighbourhood in which they are
located, although they may also be a destination for shoppers that want meat products
sold under the particular philosophy of an individual shop.
To outward appearances, individual independent butcher shops all seem to be
similar, but when closely observed, they are as individual as the men and women that
own and operate them. Customers visiting an independent butcher only see the public
side of the meat case. For the most part, they are unaware of time, effort, and plain hard
work that goes on behind the beautiful display of cut meat.

The butchers
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Much of the information contained in this paper is the result of interviews conducted
with butchers from five shops located in three major urban areas of the United States
and Canada.7 Although they all can be termed independent, artisan butchers, their
shops vary in philosophy and practice. Artisan butchery is a trade plied by individuals
that subscribe to some common practices but at the same time interpret these practices
in their own individual way. Each butcher has his or her own idea as to the proper meat
to source and then how to fabricate the meat into finished cuts for sale to the public.
Most of the butchers interviewed, and in my overall experience in meeting young
butchers, came to butchery from the culinary industry. Unlike former times where
butchers learned their trade through a formal apprentice programme or from older
relatives that were already entrenched in the trade, today’s artisan butcher is more likely
to come to the trade after first being trained as a professional cook. Often, they initially
learned to break subprimals into standard cuts while working in a restaurant. In some
cases, the restaurants were purchasing primals or whole carcasses that required fabri
cation into restaurant portions. For these cooks, the next step was to turn to butchering
as a full-time profession where the hours were better and the stress possibly less.
The independent, artisan butchers I interviewed for this paper were in their twenties
or thirties. In some of their shops there is an older butcher who brings a different set of
experiences to the cutting table. These older butchers may function as both co-worker
and mentor to the younger butchers.
Whether young or old, the interaction between the butcher and the customer is
almost always at a distance defined by the depth of the meat case. With the occasional
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exception, it is the rare shop that is set up to allow the butcher and the customer to
stand face-to-face without a piece of furniture separating them. Through on-going
interactions, it is not unusual for a butcher to become knowledgeable about the
customer’s eating habits, but it is a rare customer that is familiar with their butcher.

Sourcing
Most artisan butchers have a meat philosophy. Will the meat they sell be organic,
humanely raised, free of or never given antibiotics, sustainable, etc.? The list can be
quite long. In order to meet their needs, artisan butchers seldom are able their buy stock
from wholesale meat suppliers. All of the butchers I talked with have developed supply
agreements with a number of independent ranchers.
Cattle need eighteen to thirty months to be ready for slaughter. Younger cattle
tend to be smaller and produce less marbled meat. Older animals are larger with better
marbling. Older cattle raised strictly for their meat are more expensive to raise so they
must achieve a sufficient weight gain during their last year to offset the cost of their feed.
Ranch location can have a large effect on the available type of animal. Coastal
grazing lands on the west coast of the United States tend to be sufficiently temperate so
that grass grows all year round. Other areas of the west require irrigation, and additional
expense, to produce grass through out the year. Still other areas around the country
may be covered with snow or susceptible to freezing part of the year. This necessitates
moving the cattle to a warmer climate during the winter or augmenting the natural
grasses with silage or grain.8
These weather- and location-based issues can become a problem for the artisan
butcher wanting to offer only 100 per cent grass-fed beef to his or her customers.
Although silage is usually made from grass, some butchers do not consider it part of
a grass-fed programme and will not offer the resulting meat to their customers. The
same is true for grain augmentation, even though grains when properly used for feed in
combination with hay do not cause acidosis, the usual complaint with a grain-finishing
programme.9
Once an animal is ready for slaughter, most ranchers, lacking a slaughtering facility,
need to transport the animal to a nearby abattoir. For many, the concept of ‘nearby’ is
moving farther and farther away as the number of abattoirs across the nation continues
to shrink. In most cases, once an animal heads to the slaughterhouse, feeding stops, and
the animal begins to lose weight. There is also weight loss from the stress caused by the
truck ride. The longer the ride, the more expensive it becomes to the rancher.
The typical independent butcher shop will require one to five whole beef carcasses
per week. Most of the butchers I talked with choose to receive their beef shipment once
a week, preferably on Monday, so initial fabrication can take place when either the store
is closed or least busy. The butcher will be committing to fifty to two-hundred and fifty
animals a year from a single rancher. Small ranchers need this type of commitment to
justify their long-term investment in animals. Butchers will often hedge their bets by
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purchasing regularly from two beef suppliers. In this way, if one herd is compromised,
there will be a fall-back position in place. There is an on-going conversation between the
butcher and the rancher as to herd condition and animal maturity in order to monitor
short- and long-term planning.
In contrast to cattle, swine reach their slaughtering weight in about six months.10
Every butcher I spoke with sold pork raised solely from ‘heritage’ breeds of pig.11 With
some heritage breeds, butchers sometimes prefer to work with animals that are a few
weeks shy of maturity in order to reduce the amount of back fat they have to use or
toss out.
Pigs are omnivores, and as such, do not live well on grass only. Most independent
butchers sell pork that is pasture-raised with the pasture grass being supplemented with
organic feed. Some are selling pigs whose diet is supplemented with whey or spent
brewers grains. Others are selling pigs that are totally raised by foraging and thus cannot
be called organic due to the lack of control of the feed.
Most independent butchers carry lamb all year long, but for some shops lamb
is strictly a seasonal item.12 Terminology regarding lamb age and feed is loosely
regulated in the United States. Most commercial lamb is grass-fed with some coarse
grain supplements, but independent butchers tend to carry grass-finished lamb that is
antibiotic free.13 To a lesser extent, independent butchers will carry mutton and goats,
although it may require a special order or purchase of frozen product.
By and far, the largest selling poultry product available at independent butcher shops
is chicken. Turkeys tend to be seasonal, and rabbit, squab, quail, guinea fowl, ducks
and geese tend to require a special order. Depending on the farm, the chickens may be
free-range or pasture-raised and fed supplemental grain without any antibiotics, growth
hormones or animal by-products.14 Most sell birds that have been air chilled rather than
water chilled.15
The butcher needs to maintain a good relationship with all of the store’s suppliers
in order to maintain a proper supply of raw product. Most butchers and their
employees have visited the farms where their animals are raised. Some have observed
the slaughtering operation. This provides the butchers with the ability to knowledgeably
discuss the husbandry of each animal with their customers.

Processing
Once the animal carcasses enter the shop’s back door, the work for the butcher begins.
Each whole carcass must be fabricated into a series of cuts that fit the shop’s sales profile,
the season, and the shop’s storage and display capability. All of this must take place
rapidly but still minimize loss due to spoilage or poor fabrication technique.
Modern butcher shops no longer feature the high ceilings and rail systems of oldtime shops. This means that beef carcasses must be delivered to the shop in pieces small
enough to be handled and hung. Beef carcasses are generally delivered sawed into eight
pieces – two foreleg sections called chucks, two thoracic sections called ribs, two lumbar
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sections called loins and two hind-leg sections called hips. Hog carcasses are generally
split down the middle and delivered as two pieces. Other, smaller animal carcasses are
delivered whole. If the offal from the animals has been requested, it is usually packaged
separately.
In some cases, beef is delivered as soon as possible after slaughter and sold in that
condition. In other cases, it is received dry-aged.16 In some cases, the meat is received
‘green’ and dry-aged in the shop itself. Proper dry-aging requires humidity- and
temperature-controlled aging rooms, a luxury for most butcher shops. Besides the
pluses of aging, increased tenderness and intensified flavour, the butcher needs to
contend with the minuses. During aging the meat will lose ten to fifteen per cent of
its moisture due to dripping and evaporation. The outer surface will darken and dry.
A thin layer of white mould may also form on the surface. The butcher purchases the
carcass based on the green weight and by the time aging is completed the cost per kilo
has significantly increased. Generally, only beef is conditioned (aged), but some shops
will also condition mutton.17
What happens to the meat after it comes through the door is somewhat a function
of the shop style and the size of the meat case. The refrigerated meat display case is,
from the standpoint of the customer, the centre of the shop. The length of the cases in
the shops of the butchers interviewed ranged from a little over a metre (four feet) to
greater than eight metres (twenty-six feet). The meat case is a display device more than
a storage device. Most use gravity cooling and have no humidity controls.18 The exposed
surfaces of the meat can dry out if left exposed too long. To maintain colour and reduce
moisture loss, special paper must be inserted between pieces of meat to prevent contact
oxidation. Throughout the work day, the meat case has to be kept appropriately filled,
and the contents looking fresh. The butcher from the shop with the longest case said
that maintaining the case required the labour equivalent of two man-days each day.
This includes filling the case at the start of the day, emptying the case at the end, and
wrapping the contents for overnight storage.
Which cuts go into the case is not a haphazard choice. There are seasonal
considerations: braising cuts sell better in the winter, and grilling cuts sell better in the
summer. Any item displayed in too small a quantity, even if there is more in storage,
won’t sell well because some customers are reluctant to ask if back stock exists. Items
that need to move will be displayed closer to the customer than other items. In a large
case, most or all cuts available can be displayed. In a small case, the cuts displayed are
more likely to be the most popular cuts or pieces that the shop needs to move before
they spoil. A challenge for shops with a small meat case is to get customers to ask for
the cuts they desire. Once the customer realizes that the shop cuts to order, this issue is
reduced. As one customer said to me, ‘I like being able to go into the shop and ask for
ground pork or ground turkey, and they do it for me while I wait.’19 (Not all customers
are that patient.) A cut-to-order butcher shop provides a different level of service not
obviously available in a shop where most of what is offered resides in the meat case.
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A butcher fabricating a whole carcass all at once will work off a real or mental cut
sheet whereas one that cuts to order can only prepare the carcass to a point where final
fabrication can occur.20 For the cut-to-order butcher, if a customer requests a rack of
pork back ribs, it will not be possible to fulfil a request for rib chops from the same
carcass since the cuts are mutually exclusive. In situations like this, the butcher has to
be able to engage the customer and suggest alternate cuts.
During the entire fabrication process, the butcher needs to be aware of how much of
the product that came in through the back door makes it into the meat case. Besides the
mass-reducing water loss that occurs as the meat sits in the walk-in refrigerator, in an
environment of customers increasingly requesting bone-out meat cuts, more bone waste
is produced. Commercial processors can sell their waste products to other industries,
but in most jurisdictions, independent butchers cannot wholesale their waste products.
Only the two humerus and the two femur bones on a beef carcass are suitable as marrow
bones, so any other bones become waste. Occasionally, an independent butcher will
have ethnic clientele interested in the other bones of various animals, such as Asian
customers using pig spines for stock. Additionally, some beef tallow can be sold to
hobbyist soap makers, and some (pork) leaf fat can be sold to home pie-makers, but this
usually does not consume all of this type of waste produced in the shop.
The fabrication of retail cuts yields a certain significant amount of muscle material
and small amounts of connective tissue of irregular-sized pieces called trim. Trim results
from the cleaning of bones and the tidying of muscle cuts. Trim is not waste. Trim is
collected and run through the meat grinder. The resulting ground meat is sold alongside
other retail cuts.21 Some weeks, there will be excess trim to grind, and at other times
some whole muscle cuts may need to be added to the trim bucket to fill the current
ground meat requirement. Depending on the pricing structure of the butcher shop, this
may mean that more expensive meat will now be sold at a lower price.
Another large area of production within the modern, artisan butcher shop is valueadded products. Fresh sausages, mostly made from pork and stuffed in natural pork
casings, are probably the most common and easiest to produce form of value-added
product. Some shops produce cooked-meat products ranging from whole roast cuts
to pâtés and spreads. Some shops produced cured and smoked-meat products such as
bacon. Dried meat products, such as salumi, are often beyond the capabilities of most
independent butchers because of the space required for curing and drying and local
regulatory issues.
Some of the shops sell meat that is breaded, brined, marinated or cut, seasoned and
assembled on skewers. This is a convenient manner to use meat that maybe didn’t sell
the first day or was in the meat case too long. Other butchers disagree with the practice
even though customers welcome the items as timesavers or product improvements.
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The handoff
The butcher sits between the rancher and the customer, converting the rancher’s
products into the products the customer finds desirable. Just as there needs to be a
continual dialogue between the butcher and the rancher, there needs to be a dialogue
between the butcher and the customer. Some customers welcome a dialogue while
others just want to pick up a chop or two and be out the door as soon as possible.
Because the meat prices in an independent butcher shop appear to be significantly
higher than the chain supermarket nearby, some observers think that the independents
only serve the wealthy. The reality is that most of their customers fall into the middle
class and are often local. These customers are seeking particular descriptors for
their meat or are seeking a higher level of service than is available in the self-service
supermarket or both.
Although one of the butchers interviewed worked in a shop where the customers
were generally waited on by counter help, the other shops had direct butcher to customer
contact. One said that their butchers spend as much as twenty minutes waiting on a
single customer. Some customers bring their recipes in and ask for advice. Some come
in and ask the butcher what to fix for dinner! At the shop where the customers are
waited on by counter help, much time is spent with the staff to educate them about the
meat sources and how each cut should be dealt with in the kitchen.
The biggest customer issue that most of the butchers deal with is a lack of
understanding by the customer as to what is meant by all current marketing terms for
meat. The customer’s definition of grass-fed may not match the reality of the beef being
sold as grass-fed. The customer may not understand that very few animals are truly
purebred, and that the majority are a combination of breeds.22 Some common meat
terms are regulated, but many are not, and the government definition of a term may
not match the consumer’s.23 If the customer is willing to listen, the butcher is able to
explain in as much detail as necessary the shop’s meat philosophy, which in most cases,
will be all the information the customer needs.

Conclusion
Meat-market customers, for the most part, have no idea as to what goes on behind
the meat case. The meat case is both a physical and psychological barrier. Besides their
normal desire for flavourful, tender and juicy meat, customers require other aspects
of the meat they are purchasing to meet their personal lifestyle. Some are interested
in breed, feed and other aspects of animal husbandry. Others are only interested how
the meat was aged. Most customers would be surprised to learn that the meat they are
buying is a result of a continuous dialogue between themselves and their butcher as well
as between the butcher and the rancher that raised the animals.
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