
This Company Is Making “Single-Cow" Hamburgers—Here’s Why You 
Should Care 
Finding a hamburger containing meat from just one cow isn’t as easy as 
you think. 
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How many cows go into your average hamburger? If you guessed 
one, you’re way off. 

Almost all store-bought conventional ground beef contains meat 
and fat trimmings from multiple cows, making it hard to pinpoint 
the exact number of animals that go into a standard hamburger. 
Contingent on the farm, the processing facility, and the butcher, it 
can range anywhere from two cows to several dozen, though there 
aren’t exact numbers available, according to Christie Brown, 
director of promotions for the Northeast Beef Promotion Initiative. 

(On just a quarter-acre of land, you can produce fresh, organic food 
for a family of four—year-round. Rodale's The Backyard Homestead 
shows you how; get your copy today.) 

Your average package of ground beef from large-scale beef 
processing plants—the type of place where your generic grocery 
store beef likely comes from—may contain meat from hundreds of 
animals. (Cargill, the world’s largest beef processor, shows how 
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their ground beef is made in this video—by combining trimmings 
from prime cuts of beef). 

The reason for this system is that consumers like to be able to 
choose ground beef with different degrees of fat content. “The 
beauty of utilizing beef trimmings from multiple animals means you 
can craft a specific 'recipe' or ratio of fat to lean that you want, or 
even a taste profile,” Brown says. 

But maybe it’s time to stop worrying about whether your burger is 
93 or 87 percent lean and more about how it got such a specific fat 
percentage in the first place. Blending meat from dozens of different 
animals makes it impossible to know where the meat you’re eating 
actually came from and opens the door for more widespread 
contamination. 

Enter the single-cow burger, which, as the name suggests, is made 
from beef sourced from only one animal. Some small retailers, 
co-ops, and specialty meat companies, like Honest Beef Co., are 
cutting out meatpacking middlemen and selling beef that is 
traceable not only to the ranch where it was raised but also to the 
specific animal. 

Single-cow Honest Beef burgers cost $65 for twelve 6-ounce 
patties, or about $5.42 for one. By comparison, you could buy 4.5 
pounds of conventional lean ground beef to make twelve 6-ounce 
patties for around $26 (the average price of lean ground beef in the 
US is about $5.75 per pound retail, depending where you live). That 
means a single conventional 6-ounce burger would only cost you 
roughly $2.17, less than half the cost of an Honest Beef burger. 
Regular organic beef retails for about $9 per pound, or around $3.38 
for one 6-ounce burger. 

But what were the real differences between a single cow burger and a 
conventional one? I decided to find out. Here’s what I learned. 
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THEY TAKE THE MYSTERY OUT OF THE 
MYSTERY MEAT 

Besides the fact that biting into a burger that likely contains 
elements of a dozen or two animals just feels a bit freaky (even if it’s 
not inherently badfor you), there are ethical, environmental, and 
food safety reasons to opt for single animal ground beef. First, you 
can be pretty sure the meat you’re eating was raised humanely and 
sustainably. Not all single-cow beef producers are organic or 100 
percent grass-fed, but they’re definitely going to be a far cry from 
feedlot raised conventional beef. You can easily find out, for 
example, if the farm your burger is sourced from uses antibiotics, in 
what circumstances they use them, and if the farm delays slaughter 
after antibiotic use. (For Honest Beef, which is mostly grass-fed but 
not organic, the answer is yes, but only when an animal is sick, and 
the animal must be antibiotic-free for 30 days before butchering.) 

THEY HAVE BETTER TRACEABILITY 

Now that the federal grass-fed label is a thing of the past you can’t 
always trust products claiming to be grass-fed, and in light of recent 
cases of organic food fraud from large-scale producers, you may 
even be questioning the USDA certified organic label. With 
single-origin meat, it’s much easier to find answers to your 
questions and to hold farmers and producers to account when they 
claim to be grass-fed or hormone-free. Buying beef directly from 
the source gives you contact with the supplier, farmer, or butcher to 
inquire how the meat is processed. It would be nearly impossible to 
do that with a larger facility. 

THERE ARE FEWER CHANCES FOR CONTAMINATION 

Buying directly from a farm also means you’ll likely have fewer 
issues with contamination. In theory, contaminated beef from 
single-cow burgers can be more easily traced. Honest Beef’s burgers 
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and other meats can all be traced to the animal of origin via a 
number on the packaging. The company can look up the package 
number and find out the tag number of the cow in question, as well 
as its genetic pedigree. “If there was ever a problem with a specific 
lot of beef, I’d be able to ask you what number was on your package 
(or if you had already disposed of the packaging, we also track the 
beef that’s in every order via our own inventory system) to find out 
which animal your beef came from, and then I could contact 
customers that also received meat from that same animal,” explains 
Hannah Raudsepp, who started Honest Beef from her family’s 
Nebraska farm. 

By contrast, when it comes to burgers sourced from multiple cows, a 
whole shipment could be contaminated at low concentrations from 
one sick animal, making the tainted meat much more difficult to 
track, which is why there are giant recalls when commercial meat 
becomes contaminated. 

THEY TASTE BETTER, TOO 

So it’s pretty clear single-cow burgers sound like an obvious winner 
on paper, but I wanted to know, would my taste buds notice a 
difference? Here’s what happened when I grilled up an Honest Beef 
single-cow patty and a conventional multi-cow supermarket patty 
side-by-side. 
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Conventional multi-cow burger (left) vs. Honest Beef Co. single-cow burger (right) before cooking CONCETTA SMITH 

I popped the burgers on the grill side-by-side and waited for the 
magic to happen. The generic brand immediately began to pop up; 
its edges rounded, shrinking to half its original size. The Honest Beef 
burgers remained surprisingly close to the same size as before they 
were cooked. Both burgers had relatively the same fat and 
nutritional content, but compared to the bright pink monotone hue 
of the multi-cow burger, the single-cow beef was more natural 
looking, being browner in color, presumably from the aging and lack 
of processing. (Honest Beef cattle is grass-fed until three months 
before slaughter and then fed grain, which is supposed to make the 
meat more tender and marbled with fat and give it a distinct taste.) 

When it came to tasting, the multi-cow burger was juicy and 
flavorful, but the single-cow burger was the clear winner. It had a 
more complex taste profile with heartier chunks of meat and tasted 
like a rich and tender juicy ground steak. The multi-cow burger 
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seemed watery and salty, while the single-cow burger was lean and 
had a mouthfeel of pure meat. 

Conventional multi-cow burger (left) vs. Honest Beef Co. single-cow (right) burgers after grilling CONCETTA SMITH 

Although single-cow burgers vary to some degree in sustainability 
and they are more costly to make and to eat, people like the idea of 
knowing where their food comes from and what goes into it. If you 
just want to know exactly what you are eating, how the cows are fed 
and raised, single-cow burgers are the way to go. They may not 
always be organic, grass-fed, but when it comes to single-cow beef, 
I know what I’m eating. 

 


