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Satisfying Consumers’ 
Food Preferences  

Is A Balancing Act

BY S ALLY K RAL
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For many years now airports and 
concessionaires have been faced with 
increasing demand among travelers for 
healthful and other lifestyle-specific 
food and beverage options while flying. 
The tricky part is that consumers’ desires 
are varying and often change based on 
trends, and the motivations behind their 
food preferences are similarly diverse.

“Today’s consumers are personalizing 
their menu choices based on myriad 
factors such as allergens, dietary and 
health restrictions, personal preference, 
political and socioeconomic mindset 
and sustainability,” says Robert Maluso, 
executive chef and vice president of SSP 
America, adding that each of these factors 
is complex in and of itself. “For instance, 
the concept of healthy could mean low 
calorie, low carb, fat free, sugar free, high 
fiber, high protein, vegetarian, vegan, 
antioxidant, antibiotic free, healthy fats 
and more.”

So how do concessionaries meet the 
diverse desires of their traveling customers?

“At Paradies Lagardère we work closely 
with brand partners, including local, 
regional, national and international 
brands, and airport partners to determine 

what will resonate with an airport’s key 
demographics,” says Alice Cheung, director 
of brand portfolio management, for Paradies 
Lagardère’s dining division. “We also do our 
own research with customers and travelers 
to determine the types of food options 
they’re seeking while traveling.” 

Cheung adds that incorporating limited-
time offers helps the company determine 
what’s trending and could work as a new 
menu fixture. “Nearly half of consumers 
surveyed in a recent study by Technomic 
say that they try a new limited-time offer 
at least once a month. Our seasonal offers 
allow us to test new trends in the market, 
whether it’s a healthy option or a new flavor 
profile everyone is talking about.”

Looking at both data and demographics 
is always important when considering 
changes or updates. When mapping 
culinary trends in particular, there are 
many different sources to consider, notes 
Shelby Sapah-Gulian, culinary manager 
for Areas USA. “We look at what social 
media influencers and food bloggers are 
saying, what guests are asking for in our 
satisfaction surveys, and what’s on the 
National Restaurant Association’s top 
10 trends list every year,” she says, adding 
that the company also partners with major 
suppliers to leverage their knowledge.

According to Areas USA’s sources, 
nutrient-dense foods, including superfoods, 
and gluten-free, vegetarian and vegan 

options are consistently in high demand. 
The company’s approach is to focus its grab-
and-go selections on items like these.

HMSHost Corp. similarly focuses its 
efforts to bring more healthful food to the 
airport on its grab-and-go options: The 
company launched the “Eat Well. Travel 
Further.” line of prepackaged meals and 
snacks last year.

“Eat Well. Travel Further’s food and 
beverages choices are based on popular 
health food trends and lifestyle eating 
habits like paleo and vegan,” says Jacqueline 
Geyfman, creative marketing director for 
HMSHost. The line launched in a dozen 
airports and due to positive feedback will 
be expanding to new airports and adding 
more options. 

“In addition to analyzing consumer 
behavior, we’re consistently testing new 
foods and products in airports across North 
America to determine which new eating 
trends work and resonate well with travelers,” 
Geyfman adds. “Our culinary team leads the 
way in not only recognizing the latest eating 
trends but identifying what is likely just a 
passing fad—and we don’t just follow trends 
as much as we predict and adapt them to 
meet the specific needs of airport diners.”

But how can concessionaries determine 
which new popular food item or diet is a 
lasting trend and not just a passing fad?

“A fad tips over to a trend when there’s 
enough customer demand and opportunity 

Above: Even though they’re 
plant-based, the Beyond Burger 

(pictured) and Impossible Burger 
offer health-conscious and 

vegetarian or vegan consumers 
an option that fits with their 

dietary preferences.

Right: HMSHost Corp.’s “Eat 
Well. Travel Further.” line of 

prepackaged meals and snacks 
is based on popular health foods 

and lifestyle eating habits like 
paleo and vegan.  
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to ensure the menu item is profitable over 
an extended period of time,” SSP America’s 
Maluso says, pointing to avocado toast as 
a recent trend that’s taken hold and is 
considered healthy by many. “It’s easy to 
prepare and customize, it’s not expensive 
to make, and we can put it on a variety of 
menus across a lot of brands and it would 
blend in as a natural addition. Conversely, 
try the same thought process with Charcoal 
Fish & Chips—prepared with activated 
charcoal, a current healthy ingredient fad— 
and it just doesn’t work.”

Integration Is Key
Anthony Meidenbauer, vice president of 

food and beverage for Delaware North, also 
notes that there’s a certain science behind 
determining what health food item is worth 
incorporating onto a menu. 

“When we see positive growth in a trend 
over a few months, then it’s time to deploy 
some resources to make sure our units are 
taking advantage of the trend’s growth and 
giving our customers what they’re looking 
for,” he says. “The supply chain tends to be 
the first hurdle to overcome. Training is 
also important: We have to give our team 
members the tools to understand the 

new item, how to prepare it and how to 
communicate its value to the customer.” 

Paradies Lagardère’s Cheung notes that 
while there’s definite demand for more 
health-focused items, many guests still want 
familiar comfort food in the airport. “Rather 
than roll the dice on a new menu item they 
haven’t tried before, they want something 
they know will satisfy their hunger in that 
moment—the simple cheeseburger is our 
best-selling item across all of our casual 
dining restaurants,” she says. “However, 
that’s no reason for us to remain stagnant, 
and we continue to evolve as people’s tastes 
change. For instance, the cheeseburger 
may be very popular, but the plant-based 
Impossible Burger is catching up.”

Areas USA’s Sapah-Gulian argues that 
concessionaires need to be able to offer 
something for every diet. “Everyone needs 
to find what they’re looking for in your 
restaurant, from pricing to menu options 
to the experience. This includes offering 
something where it’s not typically found, 
like a vegan dish in a burger concept.”

Meidenbauer disagrees. “I don’t believe 
the ‘all things to all people’ approach can 
work in an airport environment, at least 
not in a single unit,” he says. “The portfolio 
approach usually offers many options—as 

long as there’s diversity in concepts and 
brands within an area, the guest has a better 
chance of finding what they want.” 

SSP America’s Maluso also believes 
that it’s not possible or necessary to offer a 
restaurant that has everything for everyone. 
“That approach would just confuse the 
guest and lead to convoluted menus with 
no sense of the concept or brand we’re 
presenting.”

Maluso notes that previously, healthy 
food items were added to menus at 
random and it proved unsuccessful. “Some 
executive would say, ‘We need healthy food 
on the menu!’ and we’d come up with a few 
different items, like baked chicken with 
steamed vegetables, a few entrée salads 
and salmon with roasted vegetables. And 
then we’d drop these healthy items into a 
separate box in the corner of a menu. And, 
guess what? They didn’t sell. Why? Because 
they had no relationship to the rest of the 
menu, and the customer’s interpretation of 
these items was, ‘If I pick from the healthy 
box, I’m punishing myself.’”

Maluso adds that instead of that old 
approach, healthy items need to be 
incorporated in a way that makes sense to 
the specific brand.

 “These items should fit within the 
concept to seamlessly help guide the guest 
to find what fits their particular health focus 
while still staying true to the feel of the 
overall concept.” As an example, Maluso 
points out that while Wahlburgers features 
many indulgent items like Sloppy Joes, tator 
tots, and a burger they call The Beast with 
ground beef and pulled pork, there’s also a 
seared chicken breast sandwich and every 
burger can be ordered as a salad. “If we stay 
true to the brand, remain aligned with 
the consumer and leverage our culinary 
expertise, we end up with a menu that has 
the right amount of appeal.” 

Left: It’s important to make sure 
that the item isn’t just a passing fad 
that no one will order—the avocado 
toast is an example of a trend that’s 
high in demand and here to stay, 
and that also blends seamlessly 
with most other menu items.
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