
 
Why Beef Prices Are Higher than Ever (and Shoppers Are Finally Resisting) 

Beef prices have increased over 50% since 2020, causing restaurants and stores to raise their prices. 
Source: Alina Selyukh, NPR.org, September 18, 2025 

 
What's the item? 
Ground beef 
 
How has the price changed since before the pandemic? 
Up 51% since February 2020, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics. 
 
Why has the price gone up?  
It's the law of supply and demand. America's beef cattle herd is the smallest in 75 years, in part 
because of drought. But Americans' love of hamburgers and steaks has kept demand strong — until 
recently. 

In July, the U.S. Department of Agriculture continued to record a shrinking number of U.S. 
cattle and calves, forecasting that beef production would decline 4% over this year and another 2% in 
2026.  

Meanwhile, foreign imports are also down. Brazilian beef faces a 76% tariff. Fears about the 
screwworm parasite have led the USDA to block livestock from crossing from Mexico to the U.S. to 
safeguard the nation's food supply. 

Ranching in America can be a topsy-turvy, break-even or money-losing business, but not right 
now. 

"We've kind of hit this perfect storm," says Brady Blackett, a third-generation Angus cattle 
producer in Utah. "There's healthy competition for the cattle, and there's not enough of them to fulfill 
the demand. And so it has driven prices to historic highs." 

It's a sharp turnaround. Blackett remembers a tough drought a few years ago, caused in part by 
climate change, sweeping through many cattle states. He had to buy pricey feed when his own alfalfa 
fields couldn't get enough irrigation. He had to pay for someone to haul water for his cattle to drink 
when springs ran dry in the grazing pastures. 

As it got harder to feed and otherwise maintain their herds, producers in the summer of 2022 
slaughtered more beef cows than ever in the USDA recordkeeping. They were already reeling from 
losses during the pandemic, which disrupted meatpacking plants, plus rising inflation and interest rates. 
Beef prices tumbling from too much available meat further discouraged ranchers from replenishing 
their herds. 

Repopulation is still going very slowly — for new reasons. Facing ever-higher operations costs, 
ranchers are leery of investing in an expansion. And the record values that cattle can fetch mean that 
it's often more profitable to sell young females (called heifers) for meat than to keep them for breeding. 

1. Mark your confusion. 
2. Show evidence of a close reading. 
3. Write a 1+ page reflection. 



"There's not a lot of incentive to rapidly rebuild the herd," Blackett says. "Us, along with 
ranchers across the United States, are selling those heifers that might otherwise be retained into the 
herd." 

And given that it takes years to raise a new cow, beef may remain in short supply for a long 
while. 
 
What are people doing about it? 
Restaurants and stores are raising prices. And, new data suggests, consumers may be starting to think 
twice about their loyalty to beef. 

At the Block 16 sandwich shop in Omaha, Neb., three-quarters of customers come by to bite 
into their take on the classic: a hamburger with a beef patty, lettuce, tomato, pickles. The burger cost 
$8.95 pre-pandemic and now $11.95, all because of costlier meat. 

"Sometimes I look at our menu and I'm like, 'Oh my God, we're charging that much for a 
burger?' But it's what you've got to do to stay in business," says co-owner Paul Urban. "And it's 
affected us at home as well. I love a good steak, but I'm not paying $19 a pound for a ribeye." 

In fact, research firm Circana is tracking a notable shift at the grocery store. For the first time, 
spending on ground beef — historically one of the fastest-growing categories — has hit a plateau. 

"We're seeing people opt away from beef," says Circana's Chris Dubois. "For years, all we saw 
were increasing prices and increasing demand. And this is the moment of change." 

Last year, grocery shoppers bought 4% more ground beef than a year prior, Circana found. But 
in recent weeks — between mid-July and mid-August — shoppers only bought 0.2% more ground beef 
than a year ago. 

Skeeter Miller, who runs the barbecue restaurant chain County Line, says he's paying nearly 
double the price for hamburger meat than he did a few months ago. He says higher prices have started 
to drive away some diners, with visits down about 5% across his six locations in Texas and New 
Mexico. 

Brisket has jumped in cost, too, forcing him to consider the unfathomable, Miller says: "Am I 
just going to put a note on the menu that says, 'Hey, brisket has gotten so expensive, I'm sorry, but I'm 
going to hold off on cooking brisket until the price comes back down'?" 

Many of his rivals have simply shrunk their portions. But Miller says his goal is to feed people, 
not fool them — and his customers might understand, he adds, as they too are seeing record beef prices 
at the grocery store. 
 
 
Possible Response Questions 
• What are your thoughts about the price of beef? Explain.  
• Did something in the article surprise you? Discuss.  
• Pick a word/line/passage from the article and respond to it.  
• Discuss a “move” made by the writer in this piece that you think is good/interesting. Explain. 
 


