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Testing
food takes
fime
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process. New food items
must typically clear a set
of internal and external
hurdles. After passing a
taste test of franchisees
and executives, they’re
put through shortrunsina
small number of stores be-
fore being approved for a
nationwide launch. It can
‘take up to 18 months for an |
itern to make it from test
kitchen to restaurant table.

But menu churn has be-
come a part of the indus-
try. Last year alone, Mintel
Menu Insights, part of mar- |
ket research firm Mintel In-
ternational, tracked almost
12,000 new food items on
the menus of 575 U.S. res-
taurants included in its sur-
vey.

The economy has be-
come the biggest near-term
driver of menu changes,
said Maria Caranfa, a food-
service analyst and direc-
tor of Mintel Menu Insights
in Chicago. Restaurants
are coming up with items
at lower price points and
pushing the boundaries
of what they offer, Caran-
fa said. Domino’s Pizza, .
for instance, is selling subs
and pasta bowls.

The industry also is shift-
ing to classic foods as saf-
er bets during times of un-
certainty, she said. Even
full-service restaurants are
pushing milkshakes, burg-
ers and meatball subs.

“They’re not trying
something risky,” Caranfa
said. “They’re putting out
flavors that have been pop- |
ular.”

Arby’s new strategy

Metro Atlanta, home
to more major restaurart
chains than any other ar-
ea in the United States, is
dotted with'test kitchens.
Arby’s, Church’s Chick-
en, Popeyes, Chick-fil-A,
Cinnabon, Carvel, Maggi-
eMoo’s and Great Ameri-
can Cookies are just some
of the brands with test
kitchens here.

At the Arby’s culinary in-
novation center on Atlan-
ta’s north side, a 12-per-
son staff constantly works
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are Moe's Southwest Grill, Cinnabon, and Carvel Ice
Cream. Items being tested in this kitchen may not be in
restaurants for 18 months or longer. Jason Getz getz@ajc.com
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| Dan Barash, director of resea_rE:h and development of

Moe’s Southwest Grill, puts some greens on a burrito as

he prepares for a taste test.

on menu additions. Ear-
lier this year, Arby’s put

its own twist on a familiar
food item with the launch
of Roastburgers, which
pair the chain’s sliced roast
beef with burger toppings.

Arby’s culinary team be-
gan working on Roastburg-
ers last year after Tom Gar-
rett, Arby’s president and
CEO, noticed a surge in
news tied to burger chains,
said Brian Kolodziej, Ar-
by’s vice president of prod-
uct development.

“What’s our answer to
this?” Garrett wrote on
notes to Kolodzie;j.

In August, the Arby’s
team presented its first set
of Roastburgers for inter-
nal review. About 20 ver-
sions were pared to three:

| All-American, Bacon and

Bleu Cheese, and Bacon
and Cheddar. The compa-
ny says the line has done so

“When we build upon
and create extensions of
these, that’s a way to get
customers either re-inter-
ested if they’ve not been
back to the brand in awhile
or maintain their interest if
they have,” Kolodziej said.

Creativity not lost
| Focus Brands, owners
of Moe’s, Cinnabon, Carvel
and Schlotzsky’s, holds
| quarterly tastings for each
| brand with franchisees to
| screen ideas.
Focus found success ear-
lier this year with the Phil
_E. Burrito at Moe’s. Market

| research told the chain that

| Moe’s was seen as Ameri-

| canized Mexican food, giv-
| ing it license to use a Philly
| cheese-steak theme on a

| burrito, said Barash, Moe’s
| head of R&D.

| Barash said he can be

| justas creative at the low-

well that it will add a fourth | er price points of Moe’s as

Roastburger — one topped
with barbecue sauce, ba-
con and shredded onions
— as a limited-time-only
product this summer.

At Arby’s, Kolodziej said,
the aim is to push the enve-
lope on new flavors while
building on areas where
the chain already has a
strong reputation, such as
its roast beef sandwiches.

| he could at high-end res-
| taurants. A large part of
| his job, though, involves
breaking down the process
in steps easy enough for
a teenager to produce the
same results.
“We’ll take pictures of it

here,” Barash said. “We’ll
| train the trainers and then

the trainers take it to the
| store.”
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The frequency and tim-
ing of menu changes var-
ies by brand and evenre-
gion for Focus, said Stan
Dorsey, Focus Brands ex-
ecutive chef and vice presi-
dent of research and devel-
opment.

Cinnabon, for exam-
ple, developed a Date-
bon, primarily for its Mid-
dle East markets, and a
Dulce de Leche Bon rolled
out across all international
markets.

Carvel gears up for ma-
jor changes every oth-
er suminer, Dorsey said.

| Changes help all the chains
| keep customers interest-

ed in their menus and sep-
arate themselves from the
rest of the field, he said.

“If you’re going to main-
tain that lead or top-of-
mind awareness among
customers, competitors
have to be constantly chas-
ing you,” Dorsey said.

Chick-fil-A methodical

Chick-fil-A, which has
a test kitchen at its head-
quarters near Hartsfield-
Jackson International Air-
port, takes a conservative,
methodical approach to
change, said Woody Faulk,
Chick-fil-A vice president of
product development.

“Admittedly, we're slow-
pokes,” he said.

Butthe chicken chain is
constantly looking for ways
to refresh its menu, Faulk
said.

Chick-fil-A recently
launched a peach-flavored
‘milkshake just for the sum-

.mer. Last year, the chain

tweaked several items, in-
cluding its chicken salad
sandwich. The basic item
remained the same, but
was made with chunki-
er pieces of chicken and a
new wheatberry bread.

“I call it adjusting with
responsibility,” Faulk said.

The guiding philosophy,
he said, is “menu perma-
nence.” Chick-fil-A wants
items to stay on the menu
long-term, so new items of-
ten require a longer test-

| ing period than seen at oth-

er chains. For instance, a
spicy fried chicken sand-

. wich it began developing
three years ago is still in

test phase, Faulk said.

“We know we’ve got a
good product, but do we
roll it out chain-wide?”
Faulk asked. “We don’t like
to put things on the menu
and take them off because
you disappoint customers.”

Moving fast

Sometimes chains move
quickly.

Atlanta-based NexCen
Franchise Management,
which does research and
development for brand-
owner NexCen, started
working on the blueberry
ice cream for MaggieMoo’s
earlier this year after a
franchisee suggested the
flavor would do well. It was
added to stores in June.

Blueberry has two ad-
vantages, said Michael Cur-
tis, a vice president who
oversees the test kitchen.

“The nice thing about
the blueberry ice cream
is that we can position it
within the year and time
it with the blueberry sea-
son,” Curtis said. “Not on-
ly are they now in season
and people are looking for
them, but it gives (fran-
chisees) a cost of goods
that they’re looking for as
well.”

This fall, NexCen'’s
Great American Cook-
ies expects to add an ap-
ple cookie. The company’s
Pretzelmaker and Pretzel
Time outlets are looking at
whole grain pretzel’s and
turkey hotdogs to appeal
to health-conscious con-
sumers.

Not everything works in
product development, Cur-
tis said. A few years ago,
Great American introduced
a “muffle,” a cross between
amuffin and a waffle.

The muffle, designed to
attract more morning cus-

| tomers, tasted great but
| never sold at the stores,
Curtis said. NexCen tries
to build a pipeline so it can
quickly adjust, he said.
“You always have some-
thing behind an item that’s
in test,” Curtis said, “so
if the current test item
doesn’t work out, there’s
something behind it that
may be the ‘one’ that
works for us.”
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Menu trends

Here's where fast-food
products are going,
according to test kitchen
directors:

@ Shareables: Appetizers
are making their way
down to the fast-food
outlets. Arby's has aline
of sidekickers, including
loaded potato bites and
fried onion petals, that are
often shared by groups.
They alsooftenserveasa
snack between meals.

@ Better foryou: Despite
best intentions, customers
don’t always rush to anew
low-calorie option.They
look for smaller portions
and healthier products
that still taste good.
Great American Cookies
has*“big bites,’smaller
versions of its cookies, and

Pretzelmaker/Pretzel Time
offer smaller“pretzel bites.”
Chick-fil-Arecently added
asmaller milkshake.
®Boldflavors:

More customers like
international and spicier
foods. Moe’s hottest salsas
—~hardrock androck and
roll — are popular.

® Familiar with a twist:
Customers are more willing
to try new things if they
build on something they
already know. An example
is Arby's Roastburgers,
which combine its sliced
roast beef with burger
toppings such as bacon,
lettuce and tomato.

How we got the story
» Reporter Joe Guy Collier
talked with the directors of
several major test kitchens

inthe area and toured the

| centers for Arby’s, NexCen

Brands and Focus Brands.
The companies provided a

| behind-the-sceneslook at

| how they develop products
and tastings of new products
onthe horizon.

| »Collier and photographer

| Jason Getzalso spent time

| atthe test kitchen for Focus
Brands as its staff prepared
fora quarterly tasting
with franchisees for Moe’s

| Southwest Grill.






