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Left: Mary Chapman, director of
product innovation at Technomic
Inc., stresses the importance of
offering consumers the ability to
customize their food orders,
noting the popularity of brands
such as Chipotle, Blaze Pizza
and Shake Shack.

Right: Annika Stensson, director of
research communications for the
National Restaurant Association,

notes that the local food movement
of recent years is a lasting trend,
with 7 in 10 consumers favoring
venues that offer locally sourced
ingredients over those that don't.

Left: Chris Tripoli, president of A'La Carte Food
Consulting Group, says today’s consumers are
more open to different styles of cooking, even
those formerly deemed unhealthy, as long as the

ingredients are fresh and the quality is there.

venues offer that “middle of the road”
option between quick-service and sit-down
restaurants.

“Right after the recession, it seemed as
though people couldn’t get something
satisfying and high quality without
spending more, hence why casual and fast-
casual restaurants made such a big boom,”
he says. “Now, you can get something fresh
and tasty for a good value.”

Tripoli also attributes this category’s
growth to the rising popularity of fresh, high-
quality ingredients at an affordable price.

“Led by Panera Bread and Chipotle, with
a tremendous amount of smaller regional
chains and independently owned brands
expanding as well, fast-casual restaurants are
seen as offering fresher, better-quality
recipes and innovative food and drink
items,” he says. “These establishments offer
restaurant recipe items in a format where
guests can sit where they want, saving both
time and money on tipping.”

Tripoli goes on to add that consumers are
willing to pay more for the better-quality
food they can get at a fast-casual chain as
opposed to a quick-service venue.

“Consumers have demonstrated that they

will pay a little more if they are receiving a
high-quality product and an enjoyable
experience,” he says. “And even quick-
service restaurants like Wendy’s and Jack in
the Box are taking note and have had success
introducing higher-quality ingredients. |
think we’ll only see more of this.”

Kaplan says he also sees this attention to
detail in restaurant food items as a lasting
trend.

“Chef-driven casual restaurants that
serve well-presented and well-crafted foods
will become more present,” he adds.

Indeed, according to these top food and
restaurant consultants, today’s consumers
want the ability to make the best food and
monetary choices to fit their lifestyles, and
this means better-quality ingredients,
preparations and experiences at every level.

As Tripoli puts it, “Fresh taste and high-
quality ingredients are guests’ highest
expectation in all market segments.”

Locavore Is A Lasting Trend

Demand for healthy menu items has
been trending for numerous years now, but
more recently, consumers’ definition of

healthy food has grown and evolved;
consumers aren’t only concerned about
how food affects their own bodies, they're
also concerned about how it affects the
environment around them.

“Healthy food has expanded in the mind
of the consumer to not simply mean organic
and chemical-free, but fresh and local, as
well,” Tripoli says.

This local food movement has only
grown in momentum over the past few years
and shows no signs of slowing as it continues
to garner more and more followers.

“About three-quarters of consumers say
that they are more likely to visit a restaurant
that offers healthy menu options, and 7 in 10
say they’re more likely to visit a restaurant
that offers locally sourced ingredients over
one that doesn’t,” NRA’s Stensson says. “In
addition, 3 in 5 consumers say availability of
environmentally friendly food influences
their restaurant choices.”

Kaplan notes that this growing trend
toward local and sustainable food has
greatly influenced today’s restaurant owners
and chefs.

“Consumers are more and more
demanding fresher foods,” he says. “This, in
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turn, refocuses restaurant owners to find
more local and seasonal products. This is
contrary to the supermarket mentality of
always having items available year-round.”

Demand for local food products also
expands into the beverage category, Kaplan
adds.

“I predict a lot more house-made beverages
will become a mainstay in 2016,” he says.
“Extracts and infusions will show up on more
cocktail menus, as well as crafted sodas.”

Technomic’s Chapman also notes this
rising trend, which she attributes to the
recent boom of local craft hard cider.

“We’re seeing plenty of craft sodas and
sparkling teas,” she says.

In addition to promoting sustainability
by seeking out local products, consumers
also are supporting their local economy
when they favor their hometown brands.

“The locavore trend has created an
increase in the popularity of smaller,
independently owned restaurant concepts,”
Tripoli says, pointing out that local brands
can and should be embraced by operators of
all kinds. “There’s an increased demand for
these smaller concepts to appear in venues

Left: Foodservice experts predict that
restaurants such as Chipotle, pictured
here at Baltimore/Washington International
Thurgood Marshall, will continue to
resonate with customers because they
offer a quick, customizable meal made
with fresh ingredients.

Right: Tracy Lawler,
president of JGL Food
Service Consultants,

says she expects simply
cooked proteins such as
rotisserie chicken to

experience increased
demand in 2016.

that traditionally feature mostly national
and international brands, including
airports, stadiums, parks, universities,
hospitals and office food courts.”

Back To Basics

A trend that goes hand in hand with the
locavore movement is simple and easily
recognizable food made well. Tracy Lawler,
president of JGL Food Service Consultants,
predicts that simply cooked proteins, such as
rotisserie chicken, will experience increased
demand in 2016.

Another simple food preparation Lawler
sees rising in popularity is wood-firing.

“Working on several restaurant projects
around the country, we've noticed a re-emerging
interest and excitement around wood-burning
stoves,” she says. “Wood-burned pizza continues
to be a growing trend.”

Technomic’s Chapman notes a similar
trend:

“We’re seeing a lot of charred and ‘fired’
items — not only meats, but vegetables,
greens and even desserts,” she says.

Tripoli says he thinks consumers by and

large have become more open to all styles of
cooking, so long as the quality of ingredients
is there.

“For many years, fried foods have been a
thing to avoid on menus, but we’re seeing
fried preparations come back as more
consumers have realized that all styles of
cooking can be high quality and work with
diets when done in balance,” he says.

Tripoli adds that one example of how this
shift is affecting restaurant and food trends
is Kentucky Fried Chicken’s latest
marketing campaign that brought back the
company’s full name instead of shortening
it to KFC, as it had done for many years to
draw attention away from the word “fried.”

“When it comes to food trends, I believe
in the saying, ‘What goes around comes
around,” Tripoli says. “Frying is back, the
Colonel is back and KFC is Kentucky Fried
Chicken again.”

The way that the chain “brought back”
Col. Sanders, the late founder of the chain
and creator of the original recipe, was by
hiring an actor to represent him in new
advertisements this year, drawing attention
to the chain’s heritage as a longtime
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American comfort food.

“We're seeing more comfort and homestyle
dishes that resonate with consumers and
have more care and consideration put into
them,” Kaplan says, noting that this is an area
upon which airports can improve and
expand. “On a recent airport visit, I yearned
for something made on the spot. I don’t want
something that came out of a bag and has a
lengthy shelf life. If you have customers who
are in an airport for two hours or more due to
delays and layovers, give them a good, hearty
meal and it will improve their overall
experience.”
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Chapman also predicts that comfort
food will be a menu mainstay in 2016, with
chefs putting their own individual spin on
these items.

“We’re expecting more ‘peasant fare’ —
homey, inexpensive items like meatballs
and sausages — with upscale or innovative
twists,” she says.

Customized Creations

Lawler notes that gluten-free and other
allergen-free options continue to be
popular. But, as Chapman points out, at the

heart of dietary restrictions such as food
allergies and intolerances is a desire among
consumers to know exactly what they’re
putting into their bodies.

“We’re seeing a desire for transparency, so
that whatever your diet or definition of
healthy is, you'll get the information you
need to make your own decision,” she says.
“This is tied to a demand for customization.
If you let consumers customize, they can
build their meals to suit their diets easily.”

Chapman goes on to explain that in this
desire among consumers for dining
experiences that are tailored to their needs,
brands that allow the consumer to custom-
order their own meals are hugely popular.

“Build-your-own concepts, including
Chipotle and the new batch of pizza brands
like Pizza Blaze, are seeing particularly fast
growth,” she says. “The build-your-own
brands that land in our Top 500 Chain
Restaurant ranking grew by 22 percent in
2014, and although it’s a smaller category,
there’s a lot of room for growth.”

And although consumers are seeking ways
to customize their meals, they're also drawn
to variety and new ways to enhance their
eating experiences; for instance, Chapman
notes a growing demand among consumers
to incorporate more global flavors into their
food, referencing the booming popularity of
Sriracha chili sauce.

Stensson also notes that global flavors are
playing a larger role in today’s consumers’
eating habits.

“Our most recent research shows that
80 percent of consumers eat at least one
ethnic cuisine per month,” she says.

She adds that this is an opportunity for
restaurants to expand their options.

“Any meal can be spiced up with global
flavors, just as any meal can be given a
healthy twist,” she says. “It doesn’t necessarily
take more time or space to incorporate herbs,
spices and whole grain items, for example.”

Chapman says she agrees that adding
variety is a key way to stay on top of
consumer’s demands—but that it doesn’t
necessarily mean having an oversized menu.

“Customization lets you offer a limited
number of items but still have a lot of
variety,” she says. “Think of Chipotle or the
‘better burger’ places like Shake Shack: small
menu, tons of options to customize each
order. This makes it easy to accommodate
health-related trends as well as different
ethnic, or ethnic-inspired, condiments to add
unique flavors.” m

We'd like to hear your opinion about this article.
Please direct all correspondence to Garol Ward at
carol@airportrevenuenews.com.






