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Balancing innovation with 
consumer demand for chicken



Evolution has come full circle
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Key thoughts
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The U.S. animal protein industry seeks to optimize efficiency while 
considering consumer preferences

Throughout the last two decades this has brought more chicken to the 
table in new formats

Challenges abound, but the outlook is a balance of “more of the same” 
while embracing innovation



How breeder focus has changed over time
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“You can’t outrun yield” 
(until you don’t have 

chickens to put on shackles)

1960s 1970s 1980s 1990s 2000s 2010s Present

1985

Number of broiler 
genetics companies

1960-70s
Chick / egg 
production 
per laying hen

1980s
Feed 
conversion 
ratio (FCR)

1990-2000s
Focus shifts to 
large bird format 
and breast yield
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Slaughter

Breeder and broiler production farms
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https://www.thepoultrysite.com/articles/fad-broilers-breeding-flocks


Efficiency gains in broiler production growth
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Slaughter: +780 million head (9.2%)

Avg. wt.:    +0.53 lbs. (8.9%)

Production: +8.8 billion lbs. (23%)



…and enhanced by low corn prices
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U.S. marketing channels have shifted to 
further processed
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Marketing of U.S. chicken by category

Source: National Chicken Council, USDA
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Chickens are bigger today
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https://www.chickencheck.in/infographics/chicken-growth/


The mix has flowed to larger birds
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Broiler harvest by weight category

Source: USDA
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Genetics have carried incredible efficiency
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Broiler pounds produced per layer, liveweight

Source: USDA, LMIC, CoBank

17% gain in pounds per layer since 2005

+336 pounds of broiler meat per layer since 1990



But at what cost? 

13Source: AG Week 2021 

“We’re changing out a 
male that quite frankly 
we made a bad decision 
on…”
Donnie King
President and CEO, Tyson Foods
Earnings call in 2021

https://www.agweek.com/business/dont-count-chickens-before-they-hatch-tyson-bet-on-wrong-rooster


Growth challenged by weaker hatch
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Hatchability (percent)

Source: USDA, CoBank
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‒ Leading breeders focus on 
40+ genetic traits

‒ Hatchability remains 
important, but there was a 
trade off that favored yield, 
feed efficiency (FCR), and 
growth in the 2010s, as 
value add gained popularity



Source: The best frozen chicken nuggets? We tried 10 top brands to find out. - The Washington Post

Consumer interest in “value add / 
further processed” elevated, yet fading

15

https://www.washingtonpost.com/food/2022/09/30/best-frozen-chicken-nuggets-brands/


Growth in Google searches: nuggs and “marry me”
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Interest over time

Source: Google Trends

Source: Google trends
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But what 
is next? 

And how do 
we get there?  



PorkBeefChicken

Consumption of chicken to grow 6% by 2030
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US per capita pounds consumed

Source: USDA ERS
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What is a processing plant’s #1 goal? 
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Worker safety



US line speeds are not competitive with top 
global producers
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Number of birds processed per minute
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The HACCP-Based-
Inspection Models 

Project (HIMP)

‒ Part of the modernization of poultry slaughter inspection

‒ Initiated in 1998 as a pilot program

‒ Engaged 44 broiler facilities that received line speed waivers

‒ Waivers were extended March 17, 2025

‒ Present regulations restrict evisceration line speed to 140 bpm, 
but the waiver permits plants to operate at speeds up to 175 bpm

Some background on line speeds
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‒ Higher capital cost 
‒ Elevated interest rates
‒ Tight labor supply 
‒ NIMBY (not in my backyard)
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Now2016-2021

An era of significant build out 
of “greenfield plants” adding 
primary processing capacity

…are shifting focus



Dollars are being spent in plant enhancements
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Plant expenditure announcements since 2020

Source: Watt Publishing, CoBank 

$798,500,000 

$1,188,100,000 

$1,473,000,000 

General improvements

Capacity
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$1,188,100,000 $1,473,000,000 

Capacity Further processed

Where have the broiler dollars been spent? 
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Plant expenditure announcements since 2020

Source: Watt Publishing, CoBank 

Planned expansion announcements: 
$2.66B 



Where have the broiler dollars been spent? 
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Plant expenditure announcements since 2020

Source: Watt Publishing, CoBank 

Likely only accounts for 
50-60% of total investment

Planned expansion announcements: $2.66B 



Final thoughts
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Genetics, technology, and consumer preference have all played a vital 
role in the current state of chicken

US broiler industry expansion has occurred at three primary levels: 
debone, further processed, automation

Challenges abound, but innovation, and a solid working relationship 
between vendors and marketers remains vital



Subscribe to Knowledge 
Exchange reports!

Brian Earnest
Lead Economist, Animal Protein
bearnest@cobank.com 
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