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Be the hero
I’ve spoken at various industry events about the im-
portance of successful grocerant programs and how 
meaningful they are to shoppers. The focus of my 
presentations varies, but I always end with the state-
ment retailers should live by: Make the shopper the 
hero. Customers may be making purchases only for 
themselves, but they want to feel good about what 

they’re buying, and they want to feel they’re understood and being catered to. 

With our Grocerant Summit, Oct. 25-26, 2016, at the Schaumburg Conven-
tion Center in suburban Chicago, I want to spin the concept of hero onto our 
attendees too. Retailers at the event are in a position to make themselves the 
heroes, to attend with the intention of taking learned strategies and applying 
them to their own banners and grocerant programs. 

Even as you read through this issue of Grocerant Solutions, consider ways to 
be the hero of your own grocerant operation. Your shoppers—who will be 
feeling like heroes themselves—will thank you.

Joan Driggs

Editorial Director

34
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If shoppers can relax at the grocery 
store with a glass of wine or a craft 
beer, why couldn’t they do the 
same with a little afternoon treat 
or a shareable after-dinner sweet? 
That’s the question Andrea Todd, chef and consultant at 
Chicago-based CSSI Marketing + Culinary, is being asked 
by her clients as grocerant retailers look to branch out of 
basic baked goods into trendy treats that shoppers can 
purchase for take-home or instore enjoyment. 

Beyond offering doughnuts and baked goods with coffee in 
the morning, grocerants are exploring more artful, home-
made and even theatrical desserts to capture customers at 
different times of the day, particularly in the afternoon and 
evening hours. “Pair one of those desserts with that glass of 
wine, and now you have even more customers intrigued,” 
Todd says. 

Let’s take a look at some of the sweetest trends grocerants 
can leverage to up the pizzazz level of their dessert offerings. 

Made-from-scratch/artisan 
As made-from-scratch, artisan, seasonal and local prefer-
ences continue to infiltrate the savory sides of menus, they 
have also made their way into the sweet segment, with 
grocerant retailers vying to keep up with shopper demand 
for better quality and more varied treats. 

“Consumers these days are really looking for desserts 
made with real butter and sugar vs. margarine and high 
fructose corn syrup,” says Elias Lara, bakery category 
manager for West Sacramento, Calif.-based Raley’s. The 

finalesGrand
New dessert trends can help sweeten grocerant sales.

BY AMELIA LEVIN
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retailer has recently enhanced its POS capabilities to print 
out a list of ingredients for different house-made items and 
outsourced products should customers ask. 

“Most of our products come from our production plant, but 
we source some items from smaller, independent business 
partners that are par-baked, and we will bake them fresh at 
the store level,” Lara says. 

Some markets have hired their own pastry chefs to develop 
entire artisan dessert programs, while others partner 
with local bakeries to bring in products with strong brand 
recognition, according to Julie Dugas, a principal partner 
at Studio H2G retail design and branding firm in Birming-
ham, Mich. Still others have combined both tactics. 

The idea is to offer more authentic products, says Todd. 
“Consumers want real butter croissants, made in the true 

French style vs. frozen, yeasty things,” she says. 

The artisan doughnut rage also continues to rage. “I could 
see retailers building their own mini doughnut shops where 
you could pick your own flavors or toppings and pair it with 
some fresh-brewed coffee,” says Todd. 

Shared and interactive 
The shared plates phenomenon seems to have extended 
beyond the main meal, with restaurant diners now opting 
to share bites of beautiful, super-indulgent desserts. 

“The restaurants and chains we work with are looking for 
desserts that are show-stopping and make people turn their 
heads when [it] comes out of the kitchen and goes across the 
dining room,” says Todd, a former bakery owner who 

With more consumers searching out vegan, dairy-free and 
gluten-free meals and foods, it’s no surprise these specialty 
items have hit the dessert category. 

The challenge for grocerants with house-made products, 
however, is in adequately separating preparation of these 
items in an already-tight kitchen space to avoid cross-con-
tamination. As a result, many retailers have sought to sup-
plement their dessert selections with gluten-free and vegan 
items provided by outside vendors. 

“We are always researching new businesses that can supply 

us with these specialty items,” says Elias Lara, Raley’s bakery 
category manager. “Right now we offer a vegan chocolate and 
carrot cake and a variety of dessert rolls that are gluten-free 
from outside vendors.” 

Raley’s separates these items from other desserts, labeling 
them with clear signage and also teaching staff members 
to communicate accurate information about the products. 
“More and more consumers are asking for these items,” 
Lara says. “We’ve trained our staff to easily direct them to 
that case.” 

Raley’s sources some desserts from smaller, independent business partners.PHOTO BY PATRICK MCDONNELL PHOTOGRAPHY

Healthful specialties
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A gelato or ice cream case can 
add great value to a grocerant’s 
offerings, encouraging customers 
to linger in the store longer and 
helping a retailer compete with 
external restaurants and shops for 
dessert-based dollars. But intro-
ducing a gelato or hand-dipped ice 
cream bar isn’t as simple as plug-
ging in a refrigerated display case. 
Julie Dugas, principal partner at 
Studio H2G, offered advice on 
how to effectively create a gelato 
or ice cream bar for instore single 
servings. 

 1. Consider the placement.

Gelato and ice cream cases are 
smaller components, “so some-
times they get stuck somewhere 
more hidden rather than in a much 
more visible part of the store,” says 
Dugas. The ideal placement is in 
the customer’s direct sight or path. At Cantoro’s Italian Mar-
ket & Trattoria, a multi-unit grocerant in suburban Detroit, 
Dugas positioned the gelato case so it straddles the instore 
restaurant, where they also serve the handmade treat, with 
the coffee bar and prepared food section on the other side. 
The produce section just beyond signals the fresh fruit used in 
some of the gelato flavors.

“Customers have to walk past the case to get to the restau-
rant or prepared foods area, so it gets a lot of visibility,” 
Dugas says. 

 2. Determine if you’ll make your own, or not. 

Gelato and hand-dipped ice creams are premium products 
that can be made in-house for an even stronger branding 
experience, or sourced from artisan vendors to ensure high 
quality. 

For grocerants with ample space, gelato and ice cream 
equipment surprisingly takes up little extra room, Dugas 
says. One gelato maker can produce eight to 10 flavors in 
batches, and then you’ll also need extra freezer space and 
an extra worktable. But it’s vital that staff be able to follow 
precise recipes and handling instructions. 

Ample signage and transparency 
are key in any case. “Customers 
want to know more about the 
product and how it was made or 
where it came from,” Dugas says. 
“The other part of the equa-
tion is really working to get the 
community to know you have 
this product. Demos and tastings 
when the market is busy can help 
attract more customers.”

 3. Staff the station  
appropriately. 

Positioning can impact staffing 
capability for a gelato or ice cream 
station. If the station is linked to 
a coffee bar or a deli area, staff 
members can be cross-trained to 
scoop ice cream as needed—but 
only during non-peak times, 
says Dugas. “You don’t want a 
customer coming to the case and 

then having to look for someone for help,” she says. It’s also 
important that everyone who is responsible for scooping ice 
cream or gelato is able to talk about the different flavors and 
answer questions about the product. 

 4. Choose equipment carefully.

Gelato doesn’t need the same deep-freeze as most ice 
creams. “Special equipment is required for [gelato] because 
it’s held at a different temperature than hard, hand-dipped 
ice cream,” Dugas says. Exposing some of the ice cream 
making equipment can add an artisan feel to the space, but 
most of the more traditional pieces are heavy stainless steel. 
Some of the newer European models, however, have more 
colorful, unique aesthetics that can add drama to a special 
creamery station. 

 5. Consider food safety. 

In light of recent listeria scares among some ice cream 
producers and shops, it’s important for retailers to “be diligent 
about knowing what the health department requirements are 
and maintaining them,” Dugas says. Also, consider placing 
the ice cream case near the prepared food section or another 
space where there is no raw product and staff members aren’t 
handling raw items such as salads. 

5 tips for designing an instore gelato or ice cream bar 
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has worked in fine dining hotels. “It could be a chocolate 
globe filled with something that you crack tableside, and 
it bursts open with ice cream and maybe the server pours 
extra sauce on top. The big, shareable items are huge right 
now.” 

Patrick McDonnell, chef and founder of McDonnell Kinder 
& Associates LLC, a culinary and restaurant consultancy in 
Kansas City, Mo., agrees with that assessment. “I’m seeing 
larger desserts that a party of four or six can order and sit 
together at a larger communal table,” he says. “Teenagers 
especially will go out as a group and talk over a shared 
dessert.” 

Interactive, theatrical desserts are also taking center stage 
in eateries. Todd points out a restaurant in Houston that 
serves a bubble tea-inspired dessert, with tapioca squares 
set at the bottom of a glass that burst with coffee and infuse 
with the cream layered on top. “Chefs are thinking about 
different ways to execute familiar flavors,” she says. 

Individual indulgence
At the other end of the spectrum, more consumers want 
a variety of smaller desserts that are just as creative and 
indulgent, to eat individually or perhaps package together 
for an eclectic end to a dinner party. 

“[Consumers] are more savvy when it comes to seeing 
trends online or in restaurants, and they’re bold,” says Jay 
Mandrillo, director of bakery merchandising for Price 
Chopper Supermarkets, a Schenectady, N.Y.-based chain 
known for its European-style Market 32 bakery and 
patisserie program. “Two or three years ago, the 8-inch 
double layer cake might be what someone would bring 
home for dessert, but now shoppers are looking to satisfy 
each individual taste profile in a group. Some like key lime 
pie, others like chocolate mousse. Everything is smaller but 
more upscale.” 

Fresh fruit tarts in mini—and semi-larger—form have been 

flying off the shelves as of late, says Mandrillo. At the store, 
they bring vibrancy and life to a bakery section when lined 
up in an enclosed glass jewel case. 

Shoppers have also gravitated toward seasonal flavors in 
different configurations, from key lime tartlets in the spring 
to mini lemon chiffon pies in the summer, cherry pies in 
the fall, and peppermint-spiked mousse cups in the winter. 

“They’re really looking for variety,” Mandrillo says. The 
smaller sizes also make these treats a more attractive option 
for buying and enjoying on the spot, in the coffee shop-like 
atmosphere Price Chopper has created in its stores. 

“During the week consumers are looking for a wider 
variety of choices in smaller portions because they’re more 
concerned about their health,” adds Lara, who has noticed 
the petit fours and little tartlets sell most frequently. “You 
end up with an assortment, almost like different candies in 
a box. It’s great for family gatherings or baby showers when 
you want to buy a bunch of smaller desserts.” 

Reinvented retro 
Retro desserts have stayed the course when it comes to des-
sert trends, but chefs are experimenting with more twists 
on the classics. 

“We’ve showed clients a brûléed lemon tart with a me-
ringue topping and peanut crust, a tiramisu with a layer 
of coffee ice cream instead of coffee liqueur, a pineapple 
upside-down cake with mango puree in the layers, and [we] 
have made cookies out of brownie dough,” says McDonnell. 

Waffles—as in chicken and waffles—have moved beyond 
breakfast and hit the dessert category with sweeter toppings 
like chocolate and fruits, according to Todd. And building 
on the ever-popular salted caramel flavor, more chefs are 
experimenting with smoked, spicy and savory elements 
for desserts in the form of nuts, chile peppers, lemon curd, 
charred grapefruit and other citrus, she says.  G
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DIY dinner
Savvy food retailers are putting together grocerant-friendly meal kit programs.

BY K ATHY HAYDEN

Wondering if meal kits are an  
expanding market with a role  
for grocerants—or just a flash in 
the pan?  
It’s true that meal kit delivery service sales are still a 
small piece of the food buying pie. Only 1 percent of U.S. 
adults—most at the $75,000-plus household income lev-
el—have used a meal kit delivery service, suggests Mintel 
research. A recent report from Technomic put the global 
meal kit delivery market at $1 billion in 2015, compared 

with total 2015 U.S. supermarket sales of $649 billion, 
according to Progressive Grocer research. But the meal kit 
delivery market also grew faster than any other food-
service market in 2015, and Technomic projects it will 
skyrocket into a multibillion dollar market in the United 
States during the next decade. 

Typical meal kits have tended to come with pricey 
subscription commitments, one-off meals and excessive 
packaging—and to bypass the supermarket entirely. That 
may be changing, however, as newcomers begin to put 
their own spins on the meal kit concept and find ways to 
make grocery stores an integral part of their programs.
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Handpick Inc.: Catering to grocery stores
“Here is the problem [with meal kit delivery]: No matter 
how many hundreds of millions of dollars are invested to 
lure consumers to subscribe to an expensive yearly plan, 
these consumers will still need to buy milk, cereal and 
[other essentials],” says Payman Nejati, an entrepreneur 
who’s banking on supermarket meal kits. He’s combined 
a CPG background and tech expertise to found San 
Francisco-based Handpick 
Inc., a business that fits meal 
kits into existing shopping 
patterns. 

“Consumers will still rely on 
their grocery stores; it’s how 
we shop. When customers 
see that their grocery store 
has a grab-and-go meal kit, 
they’ll pick it up with the rest 
of their groceries,” he says.

His plan collects Big Data 
to create a food app aimed 
at the universal problem of 
what to do with ingredients. Handpick builds grocery 
retailer meal kit solutions that don’t require repackaging 
or third-party couriers, provide three meal ideas for 15 to 
20 full-sized SKUs, and leverage pre-existing fulfillment 
systems. Consumers who buy a Handpick kit receive a 
pack of traditional supermarket items and the recipes to 
make three original meals, pulled from 2 million recipes 

the company has curated from top food sites and blogs 
after analyzing 1 billion social media food posts.

Handpick orders can be bundled like any shopping 
basket online or pre-bundled for pickup at the store. 
Retailers decide what fulfillment and delivery procedures 
work for them. So far, Handpick has partnered with 
The Kroger Co., run a pilot with Safeway/Albertsons in 

California and launched in 
Germany with Real/Metro, 
the seventh-largest world-
wide retailer; it is scheduled 
to debut with FreshDirect 
delivery in the New York 
metro region this year.

Handpick kits start at under 
$5 per meal, which is 50 per-
cent less than Blue Apron’s 
meal kit subscription service, 
and for a bigger portion size, 
says Nejati, who sees part of 

his strategy as creating solutions “for the 99 percent” of 
consumers who can’t afford to commit to a meal sub-
scription.

“As a bigger mission, we’ve also started developing meal 
kits for the SNAP food stamp and the WIC program 
starting at $3 per meal,” Nejati says, noting that he is 
seeking a distribution channel that accepts food stamps. 

DinnerCall: Putting family first 
Another business idea that tries to solve the what’s-for-
dinner dilemma within the existing supermarket skill 
set is DinnerCall, a new app that enables users to order 
and pick up fully prepared family dinners or a dinner 
meal kit with fresh, pre-measured 
ingredients bundled by their su-
permarket. Supermarkets that sign 
on with DinnerCall, an Indianapo-
lis-based public benefit corporation 
that aims to bring families back 
together around the dinner table, get 
access to the app and ordering tech-
nology, a plug-and-play platform 
that’s easy to use and puts daily or 
weekly menus in their customers’ 
hands. In late March 2016, Terre 
Haute, Ind.-based Baesler’s Market 

became the first grocery store to offer DinnerCall for its 
three stores.

With the DinnerCall app, shoppers can select favorite 
meals at the size needed, pay online 
and indicate what time they want to 
pick up the dinner. Customers call 
when they arrive, and dinner is deliv-
ered to them curbside. 

“With the pre-ordering feature, we 
capture intention and commitment, 
so retailers avoid making a bunch 
of meals that may not sell. Less food 
waste is a huge plus,” says Gerry Hays, 
co-founder and CEO of DinnerCall. 
As DinnerCall builds, he says, the sys-
tem will aggregate demand 
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by zip code so that stores will be able to fine-tune their 
food preparation even more precisely.

“We also extend the reach outside of stores through dig-
ital engagement, which grocers need to be doing more,” 
says Hays. “As an industry, we need to pivot to become 
more of a service industry and not just a commodity 
provider trying to provide the lowest prices. 

“DinnerCall is a new revenue stream that can compete 
with drive-thrus and takeout, while also making the 
most of resources that grocery stores already have,” Hays 
notes. As a co-founder of Charley Biggs Food Company, 

a fresh “instore” foodservice and product set designed 
for deli foodservice and used by 750 retailers throughout 
North America, he knows how to maximize grocerant 
capabilities. 

“Most stores can do anything—they have smokers, 
holding ovens, steamers,” he says. “With the explosion 
of culinary meals and no fear of shrink, stores can take 
the lead here. Partner with local chefs for recipe devel-
opment, make the most of your best-selling meals, have 
meals at a variety of price points and at real consumption 
levels to bring families back to the table.” 

Carlisle, Pa.-based Giant Food Stores, a division of Ahold 
USA, decided to jump straight into the meal kit market 
with the late 2015 rollout of its sophisticated line of fresh 
meal kits. 

“Our kits are currently available in select Giant Food 
Stores and via Peapod in select markets,” says Juan De 
Paoli, senior vice president, own brands for Ahold USA. 
“Customers can choose to pick up a box through which-
ever method is most convenient for them: during 
their instore shop, via Peapod 
delivery or at a Peapod pickup 
point. Unlike the meal order 
brands, this is not a subscription 
service, so our customers have 
more flexibility. There is no 
long-term commitment to buy a 
specified number of meal kits.” 

The kits, which cook in 35 min-

utes or less, will vary by season, including such offerings 
as mini Italian-style meatloaf with couscous and fresh 
vegetables, and pan-seared boneless pork chops with 
apple and honey mustard sauce, roasted Brussels sprouts 
and sweet potatoes. A kit that serves two people is $14.99; 
two kits are $24.99.

“At any given point, we like to ensure customers have  
several recipes from which to choose—a range of pro-

teins, ingredients and flavors for every taste,” says  
De Paoli. “Recipes are seasonally 
relevant and rotated every few 
months so customers can con-
tinue to experience something 
new. All our recipes are tri-
ple-tested, include seasonal fresh 
produce and have some prepared 
elements (for example, chopped 
onions) to save our customers 
time.” G

Giant Food Stores: Making upscale meals accessible

As more startups enter the meal kit market, many 
will be looking to put an individual stamp on their 
products, much as these meal kit companies have 
already done:

 Chef’d—recipes and kits, often extravagant, 
based on the well-known chefs who created them

 Green Chef—first and only fully certified organic 
meal kit company shipping nationwide

 GreenBlender—weekly delivery of five new 
smoothie recipes and all the pre-portioned ingre-
dients needed to make 10 smoothies

 Little Green Gourmets—healthy meals for chil-
dren, delivered to the New York area 

 Pantry—counter-intuitively, brings the delivery 
meal kit into a brick-and-mortar shopping experi-
ence in the Washington Square neighborhood of 
Brookline, Mass.

 PeachDish—Southern-infused and seasonally 
inspired recipes 

 The Purple Carrot—vegetarian fare created 
under the guidance of former  
writer Mark Bittman, chief innovation officer

Finding niches within a niche

The 
unexpected 
results.
Kids crave family time at 
the dinner table, and they’re 
not always getting it. 

Brooke (15 years old): 

“ I would rather sit at the dinner table 
than on the couch. You can talk to 
everyone and you’re not focused 
on something else.”  

Why is it important to eat dinner 

as a family?

Brooke: 

“ A lot more quality family time and 
connecting more with them, get to 
know them more.”  

What will you get from more 

family dinners together? 

Mom’s reaction:  

“ I was sort of shocked. She never 
said anything about it.” 

Dinner is important for strong family 

bonding and prepared foods makes the 

meal easier.
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Retail Foodservice:

The Demise of the 
Family Dinner

What happened to the evening 

meal around the family table? 
Life happened, that’s what, according to a recent Tyson 

Foods’ study of key family groups.1,2 

It’s simply the inevitable consequence of busy schedules, 

no time to cook and different palates to please, said the 

parents. But when Tyson asked kids about their perceptions 

of dinnertime, they got an unexpected response. 

They crave family time at the dinner table, and they’re 

not always getting it. 

 Micro-Intentionals: Clear intention about how they 
 raise their kids; proactive in bringing their intention 
 to life.

 Macro-Intentionals: Intentional parenting style but 
 in practice are more passive, preferring to let their 
 kids experience life for themselves with 
 some guidance.

 Present but Passive: No clear intention and are very
 passive about raising their kids.

Retail foodservice can deliver.
Retail foodservice is positioned to deliver the experience families 

want that fast food doesn’t satisfy and busy schedules may not 

otherwise allow. Yet it typically doesn’t register high in shoppers’ 

mindsets as a meal consideration because of consistently growing 

dissatisfaction with product quality, wait time, out-of-stocks, staffing 

issues and other department failures. 

According to Christopher Brace, 

founder and CEO, Syntegrate Consulting –

“While the emotional truths that we uncovered in the research 

can go a long way to driving incremental business for grocery 

prepared foods, the fundamental issues that need to be solved 

are the ones that are operational. No amount of emotional 

connection is going to overcome those.” 

Tyson Foods’ 2016 Consequences of Failure study also revealed that 

only 44% of those who had experienced a problem agreed they were 

likely to purchase prepared chicken products from their grocers’ 

prepared foods section again, as compared to those who did not 

experience a problem (62%).

Eric LeBlanc, director of marketing for deli and bakery 

at Tyson Foods, Inc. suggests—

“Retail foodservice is perfectly positioned to bring the family 

meal back in fashion – but we have work to do to get there. 

Simply put, retail foodservice must overcome some of its own 

functional shortcomings for shoppers to consider grocery deli 

as a realistic option to get them back to the table.”

48%
41%Failure on the Rise2,3

Shoppers reporting 
at least one incident of 
failure in the prepared 

foods area: 

20152016

1

2

3

Greatest 
Opportunity 
for Retail 
Foodservice1

:

Communicate:
Reach out to your 

customers where they 

make their mealtime 

decisions: outside of 

the store.

Facilitate:
Use bundles to make it 

easier for shoppers to 

make a meal.

Deliver:
Prepare and hold products 

that will meet shoppers’ 

quality expectations.

®/© 2016 Tyson Foods, Inc.

Sources:
1 Tyson Foods, Emotional Trigger Research Study, April 2016
2 Tyson Foods, Consequences of Failure, 2015
3 Tyson Foods, Consequences of Failure, 2016
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If a grocerant is literally a 
blend of a grocery store 
and a restaurant, it should 
look and feel like it. 
That’s the consensus of experts tasked 
with helping supermarkets define and 
distinguish their grocerant areas through 
the design of those spaces. “[Grocerant 
design] sets the tone and communicates a 
message to customers that they can have 
quality food there for lunch or take it home 
and have it for dinner,” says Steve Meh-
mert, president of Mehmert Store Settings, 
Sussex, Wis., which provides retail project 
solutions including store design and equip-
ment. “It’s part of the total store need, as we 
are now creating that kind of hybrid.” 

Michael Lehman, vice president of market-
ing and product management for ConTech 
Lighting in Northbrook, Ill., underscores 
the importance of ambience for attract-
ing—and keeping—customers in the gro-
cerant area of a supermarket. “You get into 
creating an environment for the experience 
of it. That’s what Starbucks does—people 
buy coffee and hang out there. Why can’t 
grocery stores do the same thing?” he says.

A sense of place
Distinctive design strategies can help grocerants  
           create their own ambience.

BY LYNN PETRAK

Laser-cut lighting and furniture made from reclaimed 
lumber set the style for the cafe at Jackson Whole 

Grocer in Jackson Hole, Wyo.

The cafe/lounge at 
Metcalfe’s Market in 
Madison, Wis., is  
designed to encourage 
relaxation and casual 
conversation.
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“The longer you stay [in a grocerant area], you may say 
something like, ‘I think I’ll go get a cupcake,’” agrees 
Mehmert. “So it also opens things up in terms of sales 
because people stick around longer and buy more.” 

Just as a grocerant’s products can elevate the supermarket 
from a food and beverage standpoint, the physical space 
can do much to boost a store’s reputation among con-
sumers.

“When it comes to design/décor, grocerant areas have 
become a platform to edify the value of the store’s brand 
with an interactive, participatory look and feel,” says 
Steven Johnson, consultant and owner of Foodservice 
Solutions in Tacoma, Wash.

“Depending on the retail outlet, it includes display kitch-
ens, custom-made salad stations, personalized made-to-
order pizza and local craft microbrewed beer on tap with 
a growler station. Each elevates consumer interactive 
[experiences], freshness and sustainability in the mind’s 
eye of the consumer,” he says. 

Suppliers and designers who provide services and prod-
ucts to grocerants say that because this retail segment is 
newer, they’re seeing a dynamism and openness to what 
can be achieved through interior design.

“Yes, it can be very exciting. Many of them are venturing 
in a new area to transform the customer experience and 
their bottom line as well,” says Jerri Traflet, retail market-
ing manager for Boston-based Current, powered by GE.

Lighten up
However and wherever a grocerant is located within a 
store, it’s important to physically highlight the difference 
between that space and other merchandising areas, say 
experts. “Many stores want [the grocerant area] to feel 
separated out, so you can see there is a transition from 
the general grocery store,” says Mehmert. 

One way to accomplish that distinction is through light-
ing. “The general store has linear light, while areas with 
grocerants can have a layering and lowering of  

It’s important to physically highlight the difference  
between the grocerant space and other  

merchandising areas, say experts.

Metcalfe’s Market in suburban Milwaukee displays local 
students’ artwork for a personal touch.
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lighting, with things like wall sconces and decorative 
pendants,” he says. “There is adequate lighting, but the 
space feels different.”

The role played by light in creating atmosphere is un-
derscored by Traflet, who says just like home lighting, a 
store’s lighting is personal, based on needs and use.  

“From our experience, grocers have specific design styles 
that they are looking for in their restaurant areas. We 
work directly with their store design team to find the 
right aesthetic and ambience for their specific need,” 
she says. “In some cases they are looking for a brighter, 

well-lit area, which is common in quick service areas, and 
softer down lighting or specialty lighting in their full-ser-
vice restaurant locations.” 

Lehman also recommends “comfortable” lighting for 
grocerants. “You want more of a warmer color, at a lower 
level and with more decorative elements, like decorative 
shades and pendants,” he says. Lights on tables also add 
intimacy to a sit-down eating area, he adds. 

Lighting functionality, of course, goes hand in hand with 
design. “For easy maintenance, we have LED pendants that 
give omnidirectional light, and there are up to 55 different 

Warm lighting and decorative shades help create a 
comfortable atmosphere at Caputo’s Fresh Market in 

suburban Chicago.

Outdoor cafe seating at Jackson Whole Grocer in 
Jackson Hole, Wyo., gives diners more options and the 
ambience of natural light.
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shades that you can put on it,” 
Lehman says. Another option 
for grocerants is curved rail 
lighting, commonly used for 
residential lighting, which offers 
a soft look with a variety of 
finishes. 

To help determine what kind 
of lighting would work to best 
define their space, grocerants 
can turn to their lighting sup-
pliers or look for designers or 
consultants specializing in the 
retail industry. 

Schenectady, N.Y.-based Price 
Chopper, for example, enlisted 
the help of Rensselaer Poly-
technic Institute’s Lighting Re-
search Center when the chain 
opened a new store in Latham, 
N.Y., that includes a grocerant 
area called Market Bistro. Based on the center’s input 
and assistance, the new Price Chopper store installed a 
variety of theatrical lighting to highlight the role of each 
particular section.

Meanwhile, there’s something to be said for the ambience 
that can be provided by natural light, says Mehmert. “An-
other thing we’re working hard at is getting seating areas 
around the perimeter of store in natural light. It’s nice to 
look out during the day to see sunshine or, at night, to see 
street lights,” Mehmert says. 

Dining decor
In the “traditional” part of a supermarket, shoppers are 
used to certain aesthetics such as bright lights, merchandis-
ing materials like clings, rail strips and other signage pieces. 
Music played on the store’s sound system sets a certain tone.

Grocerant areas, however, offer a broad and different set of 
décor possibilities. Here, mood is everything. Traditional 
interior design elements like furnishings, flooring, color 
and decorative accents can provide both style and sub-
stance to a space where customers can sit down and have a 
cup of coffee, share a meal with friends or read a book while 
they eat a prepared salad.

Like lighting, color and furnishings give personality to a 
retail space, along with a brand identity. Colors in grocer-
ants generally need to emphasize the area’s role as a place to 
eat, enjoy and connect, says Mehmert. “If we’re looking at 
accomplishing a tranquil and peaceful place for people to 
eat, we let the colors, materials and fabrics lend themselves 
to a dining experience,” he says.

Accessories also provide a personal touch that can high-
light the store’s role in the community. “We really want to 
embrace local themes and do so right in the store,” says 
Mehmert. In one local store in the Milwaukee area, Meh-
mert worked with the retailer to include photos of historical 
significance; for another store in Jackson Hole, Wyo., the 
team suggested accessories that evoke themes of moun-
tains, wildlife, skiing and other local pastimes and pursuits.

Visual interest can be created or enhanced in other ways, 
according to Johnson, who cites some examples of stores 
with an outside-the-box approach to grocerant design and 
layout. “I like Winn-Dixie’s new concept store in Jack-
sonville [Fla.], Green Zebra Grocery [in Portland, Ore.], 
Metropolitan Market [in the Seattle area], Whole Foods, 
Wegmans, Ikea and Central Market [in Texas], to name a 
few. They each offer a variety of tables, chairs and eleva-
tions, and encourage visceral meal preparation, relaxing [in 
an ongoing, interactive way].” G

Grocerant areas offer a broad and different set of decor  
possibilities where mood is everything.
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To paraphrase an old saying, a 
grocerant cannot live by bread 
alone—but offering an array of 
both traditional and artisan  
products is nonetheless essential 
for competing against both  
foodservice outlets and stand-
alone bakeries.
In fact, grocerants themselves are playing a role in setting 
the bar higher for grocery store breads, say experts. “The 
days of having white bread and one type of whole-grain 
bread are gone,” says Andrew Moberly, director of fresh 
categories for Daymon Worldwide, Stamford, Conn. 
“Grocerants are taking a page from QSRs [quick service 
restaurants] that are also offering a variety of breads.” 

He adds that competition among retailers, and between 
retailers and foodservice options, is turning up the heat 
on creating distinctions. “Grocers who are not getting in 
on the [bread] trend will be losing, because their compe-
tition is quick dining,” says Moberly.

Giant Eagle is one grocerant that has risen to the occa-
sion by offering daily specialty breads, including crusty 
rye loaves, hearty pretzel rolls, sprouted wheat and 
multigrain products, and imported French brioche bread, 
along with a variety of artisan breads in its sandwich 
program. “We have noted an increased desire for prod-
ucts that are specialty and artisan, made with simple and 
clean ingredients,” says Pittsburgh-based Giant Eagle 
spokesperson Jannah Jablonowski.

The growing consumer interest in quality and whole-
someness is also impacting the bread program at 
Phoenix-based Sprouts Farmers Markets. “Shoppers are 
leaning more to higher-quality breads utilizing natural 

Bread on the rise
Premium varieties are the new toast of the town.

BY LYNN PETRAK
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starters, ancient grains and whole wheats,” says Mark 
Bramhall, Sprouts’ director of bakery. “Shoppers are also 
demanding more transparent labels with minimal ingre-
dients, and they seek out breads made without preserva-
tives, artificial colors or additives.” 

Breadth of breads
The variety of products at retailers like Giant Eagle and 
Sprouts reflect the many types of breads customers now 
expect to find at grocerants. For example, as consumers 
are exposed to more flavors and foods, gourmet-style 
breads are increasingly popular. 

“Premium bread options are becoming more common,” 
reports Eric Richard, education coordinator for the Inter-
national Dairy-Deli-Bakery Association (IDDBA). “This 

includes premium breads such as wine artisan bread 
made from grape skin and seed flour, ciabatta and naan 
options . . . and premium sandwich rolls with flavors like 
Buffalo chicken, tomato basil, and brioche.”

According to Aimee Harvey, food analyst for Chica-
go-based Technomic, breads that have some kind of 
story to tell are appealing to buyers. “Positioning bread as 
‘artisan,’ strongly emphasizing the local-sourcing angle 
if the bread is procured from an area bakery, marketing 
the handmade aspect and freshness attribute for breads 
made on-site—these are all central to how bread is being 
promoted today,” she says.

Ongoing interest in better-for-you foods is also impacting 
grocerant bread programs. Sprouted, multigrain and an-
cient grain breads are all in-demand products perceived 
as healthier, so they can be merchandised  

“Grocerants are taking a page from QSRs  
that are also offering a variety of breads.” 

—Andrew Moberly, Daymon Worldwide
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particularly effectively in sandwich programs. Sharing 
information about these types of benefits and attributes 
is important, says Moberly. “People hear about ancient 
grains but may not know why [the grains] are good for 
them. Retailers can demo it and tell customers about it. 
Education is key,” he says.

For shoppers seeking wholesome breads, Richard sug-
gests grocerants tout bread that has been baked instore. 
“It can be made from a small number of ingredients, 
which resonates with shoppers,” he says. “Studies show 
that more consumers are looking for products that are 
‘real,’ meaning not made with ingredient alternatives or 
preservatives. And these real ingredients include sugar 
and other components [of breads], which some consum-
ers previously avoided.” 

Grocerant retailers should also keep in mind that diversi-
ty is important when it comes to combining breads with 
different foods on the menu. “There’s more of a ‘pairings’ 
sensibility happening with breads, such as which artisan 
breads may pair best with which artisan cheese, etc.,” says 
Harvey.

Steven Johnson, a Tacoma, Wash.-based restaurant and 
hospitality consultant and owner of Foodservice Solu-
tions, says pairings on the menu provide both opportu-
nities and potential challenges for operators. “Consumers 
expect a choice of bread, and then want to pair their pro-
tein choice with the bread or the bread with protein. [But] 
the retailer needs to some extent to limit choice to ensure 
that adequate operational throughput can be achieved,” 
he says. G

Merchandising breads in new and nontraditional ways can 
help boost any grocerant’s bread sales. Sandwich programs 
are obvious places to sell unique breads, says Andrew 
Moberly, director of fresh categories for Daymon Worldwide, 
but he recommends other strategies as well. “I’ve seen some 
retailers create and put out bread bowls for soups and place 
single-serve rolls next to prepared foods and hot bars,” he 
says. “There are many complementary programs that can be 
put together, all led by the question, ‘What are you solving for 
the consumer?’” 

Cross-merchandising with the supermarket instore bakery, 
in fact, can play a major role in driving bread sales in both the 
grocerant area and in other departments. 

“Given the important role that fresh departments play in a 
grocerant and how they’re interconnected, it makes sense 
for store-baked bread to be used in other departments like 
deli and foodservice, as well as cross-merchandised and 
cross-promoted with prepared, fresh and dry products,” says 
Eric Richard, education coordinator for the International 
Dairy-Deli-Bakery Association (IDDBA). “The grocerant 
model is to create a dynamic shopping and dining experience 
for customers, and having a bakery bread program that’s 
integrated to other departments can help accomplish this.” 

Promoting third-party or branded breads can also stimulate 
shopper interest in what’s baking at the grocerant. Los An-
geles-based La Brea Bakery, for example, provides super-
markets with such premium bread varieties as three cheese 
semolina, toasted sunflower honey, sourdough, and rosemary 
olive oil.

Finally, you can’t beat sampling and special events to gen-
erate trial and excitement among shoppers. Says Aimee 
Harvey, food analyst for Technomic: “Supermarkets that 
host tasting events for craft and artisan food and drink are 
also making bread part of that specialty story. You’ll routinely 
see samples of craft beer being offered alongside samples of 
artisan cheese and artisan breads.”

Making the sale
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A hot bar, a salad bar and a few 
tables for dine-in customers are 
no longer enough for a successful 
supermarket grocerant, say indus-
try experts. Grocerants need to be 
more creative and quality-focused 
to capture the attention of busy 
customers, and given rising mini-
mum wage rates, foodservice op-
erations should be more efficient, 
industry analysts emphasize.   
“Grocerants should adopt best practices that are taking 
hold in other sectors,” says William Rosenzweig, dean 
and executive director of the Culinary Institute of Amer-
ica’s Food Business School. “For example, one potential 
area for improvement would be to use tools to track and 
monitor the flow of purchasing, so that grocerants can 
better manage their inventory of prepared food items. 

“Customers want to see that the food they’re buying is 
fresh—that it hasn’t been sitting out all day,” he says.

Grocerants can also do a better job of cross-merchandis-
ing between the prepared food and produce departments, 
Rosenzweig contends. “One of the things grocerants—as 

opposed to restaurants—have going for them that I 
haven’t seen leveraged successfully is the opportunity to 
showcase all of this fresh food in the store,” he says. For 
instance, signage by fresh artichokes in the produce aisle 
could tell customers about a prepared food dish featuring 
artichokes in the grocerant section and vice versa, and 
recipes could be displayed in both departments.

In addition, Rosenzweig suggests improving coordina-
tion between the meat, produce and dairy departments 
and the grocerant department, so that products close to 
their sell-by dates are incorporated into prepared meals, 
lessening food waste overall. 

Meals made to order
To add pizzazz to and improve the freshness of their  
prepared food offerings, retailers should blaze trails on  
the new grocerant frontier of made-to-order meals and 
snacks, says Juan Martinez, founder and principal of 

“Grocerants have...the 
opportunity to show-
case all of this fresh 
food in the store.”  
— William Rosenzweig, 
CIA’s Food Business 
School

business models
Better BY CAROLYN SCHIERHORN

Boost efficiency, transparency by adopting new best practices.
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Miami-based Profitality, a foodservice consultancy. “Why 
made to order? Because that’s what restaurants offer,” he 
says. “Everyone is trying to grab millennials’ share of stom-
ach, and members of this generation want items that are 
made specifically for them as individuals. They also want to 
see what you’re doing so they know the food is fresh.”

Introducing the made-to-order concept to an existing store 
creates challenges, Martinez acknowledges. First, extensive 
remodeling may be necessary. “You’re essentially opening 
up the kitchen and bringing the back of the store to the 
front of the store,” he says. “But you really use up less space 
if you do it right.”

Second, labor costs may go up with the addition of more 
and better-trained employees. Kitchen staff deployed at the 
front need to be poised and highly skilled in order to cut 
vegetables, slice meat or make sandwiches while interacting 
with customers in a professional way. “That’s a different 
employee you want to have on stage,” Martinez says.

But by substantially reducing food waste and driving traffic 
not just in the grocerant section but throughout the store, 
the made-to-order model provides an excellent return on 
investment, Martinez says.

With made-to-order stations, supermarkets have greater 
opportunity to brand specific prepared food items, such as 
Whole Foods Market has done with burritos in some of its 
stores, notes Rosenzweig. If well-executed, the concept can 
turn grocerant departments into dining destinations rather 
than simply convenient places to eat while grocery shop-
ping, he says.

Headquartered in Schenectady, 
N.Y., Price Chopper embraced 
the made-to-order model with 
its Market Bistro concept: a food 
hall with a dozen or so stations 
offering everything from subs 
to burgers. Although the chain 
has scaled back the number of 
stations in its new Market 32 
stores, made-to-order will re-
main an important aspect of the 
retailer’s brand, says consultant 
Lewis Shaye of East Greenbush, 
N.Y., until recently Price Chop-
per’s vice president of culinary 
concepts.

In developing the Market Bistro 
concept, Shaye strove to create 
an exciting environment “that 
stimulates all five senses” and 
provides fast casual foodservice 
comparable in quality to and at 

slightly lower price points than Panera Bread, Chipotle and 
similar popular restaurant chains. “We saved customers 
time by offering a one-stop shop where they could meet 
their daily or weekly grocery needs while getting prepared 
foods to eat in the moment or take home,” Shaye says. “We 
also offered more choices than they would have at an indi-
vidual Panera or Chipotle.”

Promote partnerships
Rather than setting up and staffing an in-house food court, 
supermarkets can also form mutually beneficial partner-
ships with local specialty food businesses, suggests Julie 
Dugas, principal partner of Studio H2G, a retail design 
and consulting firm in Birmingham, Mich. For example, a 
retailer could reach out to an up-and-coming smokehouse 
restaurant in town that may want to expand its business 
but lacks the wherewithal to open a second location. The 
restaurant could set up a smoker in the store to help pro-
mote its brand and generate sales while drawing customers 
into the grocerant.

Supermarkets can 
form mutually  
beneficial partnerships
with local specialty 
food businesses. 
— Julie Dugas,  
Studio H2G
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Shaye advises retailers to test innovations in a key store 
location before rolling them out to all stores in a chain. 
This site can serve as a research and development labora-
tory for the company, he says.

Better product consistency
One challenge faced by grocerant supermarket chains 
with many stores is ensuring prod-
uct consistency, says Brian Dunn, 
former corporate culinary innova-
tion chef for Wellesley, Mass.-based 
Roche Bros. “Many customers shop 
at multiple Roche Bros. locations,” 
he says. “And sometimes a customer 
would ask me how come the black 
bean salad, for example, at one of our 
locations tasted different from the 
same type of salad at another store.”

The variation in prepared foods 
depended to a large extent on the chef 
and kitchen staff at a particular store, 
Dunn says. To minimize the differ-
ences, Roche Bros. began preparing 
a lot of its salads and other products 
off-site in an industrial kitchen, 
which evolved into Hans Kissle, 
a wholesale commissary based in 
Haverhill, Mass., where Dunn is now 
the culinary business development 
manager.

Purchasing prepared food from a 
commissary can also help reduce a 
supermarket’s labor costs, Dunn says. 
Wholesale industrial kitchens can 
better take advantage of automation 
and economies of scale when pur-
chasing ingredients, he explains.

Although buying prepared foods 
from a commissary seems to contra-
dict the recommendation to make 
food to order, grocerant supermar-
kets can incorporate a balance of 
both models, says Shaye. He notes 
that while a pizza station at Price 
Chopper’s Market Bistro would cus-
tomize the toppings for each custom-
er, the dough was purchased premade 
from a wholesaler. 

Even if just the last steps of food 
preparation are customized and 

transparent, consumers feel they are purchasing a fresher, 
more healthful and delicious product, Shaye says.

To be competitive, grocerant supermarkets must under-
stand their customers and their opportunities, Rosenz-
weig says. 

“You have to be distinct and differentiated from your com-
petition,” he says. “You have to amplify your competitive 
advantages and do something that your customer values.” G

We make it easy.
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BY K ATHY HAYDEN

With two upscale markets in San 
Francisco, Bi-Rite Market has easy 
access to chefs from some of the 
Bay Area’s finest restaurants—
starting with Chef Jason Rose, 
culinary director for the Bi-Rite 
Family of Businesses.
Rose’s 20 years in foodservice include stints as culinary 
director for Dean & Deluca in nearby Napa Valley, project 
manager for the San Francisco-based Delfina Restaurant 
Group, executive chef at Whole Foods Market in Marin 
County’s Mill Valley, and executive sous chef at Napa’s 
Carneros Inn.

“There is so much food knowledge on our staff, and not 
just our chefs and cooks in the kitchens,” says Rose. “Many 
of our buyers were former chefs and have been working 
in their industries for decades. Plus, we all love to eat and 
scope out menus wherever we find ourselves. Ask any staff 
member on the floor, and they can recommend a recipe for 
a specific ingredient, or suggest a dinner option for you.”

Rose and his chefs bring this reverence for ingredients to 
Bi-Rite’s kitchens. “Our prepared foods are how we show 

our guests how much we love to cook, feed and be fed,” 
Rose explains. “Always seasonal and supportive of the 
producers we believe in, we prepare our dishes with the 
same responsibly sourced, high-quality, unique, seasonal 
foods found in our markets. Our owner Sam Mogan-
nam’s family heritage is Palestinian, and you can see 
some of his family’s recipes come through our prepared 
foods as well.”

Celebrating food culture
In this foodie-focused California city, Bi-Rite attracts the 
type of people who live to eat. The stores’ prepared food 
programs make the most of that love by showcasing and 
celebrating traditional cooking practices from around the 
world.

“Last summer we launched our house-made sushi line,” 
says Rose. “We realized that we could elevate the sushi we 
sold by showcasing the incredible, sustainable seafood in 
our markets, which is also the same seafood you see on our 
catering menus. We trained with some of San Francisco’s 
most renowned sushi chefs to perfect our technique, and 
this past winter visited Japan to dig even deeper. We are 
constantly educating ourselves about how best to under-
stand and use the ingredients on hand in our prepared 
foods.”

Bi-Rite Market
Local ingredients and chef-driven culture bring  
         restaurant quality to a pair of San Francisco stores.

Back of the House:

The Vegan Hippy sandwich is one of Bi-Rite’s top sellers.
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This level of dedication carries through to monthly chefs’ 
meetings, which Rose describes as entirely food focused—
no operational talk allowed—and designed to push cooking 
skills and food knowledge. Each month, the group picks 
a culture of food from around the world and “goes deep 
with it,” learning pantry essentials, basic cooking methods, 
classic dishes, etc. 

“It’s a great way to keep our guests inspired to see what we 
are cooking next, and for our chefs to keep learning and 
pushing themselves,” Rose says.

Prepared food ambassadors
Food expertise doesn’t stop with Bi-Rite’s chefs. All staff 
members taste all new house-made items, says Rose, be-
cause he and his team want them to know and understand 
the products. These tastings promote excitement among 
staff members so they can be ambassadors for special 
products and new dishes. The company’s close relationships 
with producers mean Rose can regularly take staff to visit 
the farmers, ranchers and producers who provide Bi-Rite’s 
food products.

“They can witness firsthand where our ingredients are 
coming from and meet the people who are producing 
them,” Rose says.

Bi-Rite’s customers also end up 
being natural ambassadors. “We 
include our guests in the creative 
process as well, oftentimes 
‘beta-testing’ new dishes for our 
nightly dinners and gathering 
direct feedback from our guests,” 
Rose says. “We are lucky to be 
able to feature ingredients that 
our guests see on the store floor 
as well, creating continuity that 
allows us to better tell a pro-
ducer’s story. We listen to our 
guests’ feedback and value those 

relationships because they push us to be even better. Having 
kitchens in the heart of our markets gives us the freedom 
for real time feedback directly from our guests.” 

Learning from experience
Bi-Rite also pays attention to which prepared foods are 
selling the most. Their sandwich program, for example, 
is legendary, and the regular lunch crowd has made the 
Achiote Chicken Sandwich a current fan favorite. The hot-
pressed creation starts with an achiote-marinated Mary’s 
Free Range chicken breast topped with pickled onions, 
provolone cheese and chipotle aioli. Another sandwich, 
the Vegan Hippy, piles creamy avocado, crispy-fried sweet 
potato, pea shoots and rum-braised green onion aioli on 
toasted, thick-cut seeded bread. 

“This sandwich went through much iteration before we 
decided it was ready to launch, and it’s now a top seller at 
both markets,” Rose notes. G

“We all love to eat  
and scope out  

menus wherever we  
find ourselves.” 

— Chef Jason Rose, 
Bi-Rite culinary 

 director

Located in San Francisco, Bi-Rite takes advantage of the city’s chef talent pool.

One of Bi-Rite’s top calling cards is its instore Creamery 
& Bakeshop, where pots de crème made from Berkeley, 
Calif.-based TCHO fly out of the stores. It also represents 
Bi-Rite’s dedication to serving the best and in the best ways 
possible.

“We decided to sell our classic pot de crème in 9-ounce 
reusable glass jars instead of plastic cups, and wow, what a 
good decision!” says Chef Jason Rose, culinary director for 
the Bi-Rite Family of Businesses in San Francisco. “This is a 
fantastic example of getting the quality, flavor and texture of 
the product right, and packaging in line with our environmen-
tal mission as well.”

Sweet success
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With flexible prepared food prep 
facilities and access to profession-
al instore dietitians, supermarket 
grocerants are in a prime position 
to establish themselves as highly 
credible sources of healthy food 
options.   
Half of retailer respondents to Progressive Grocer’s 2016 
retail dietitian survey, for example, indicated they employ 
at least one retail dietitian, with chains employing an 
average of 21 RDs. 
And the grocers with 
dietitians on staff are 
far more engaged with 
customers on wellness 
issues than retailers 
without them, accord-
ing to the research.

A dietitian-driven 
healthy food program is 
also more likely to focus 
on the scientific facts 
of good nutrition than 
a fad diet, say experts. 
Restaurant consultant 
Bart Goldberg says he’s 
noticed that even when 
supermarkets single out 
certain products as heart 
healthy or free of ingre-
dients like gluten, dairy, 
nuts or meat, they don’t 
usually make mention of 
specific diet plans. 

“They don’t want to 
take valuable space and 

focus on the ‘diet of the day,’ but rather address . . . larger 
dietetic concerns people have,” says Goldberg, who is 
president and chief executive officer of Welldone Restau-
rant Concepts Inc., a Los Angeles-based foodservice/hos-
pitality culinary consulting firm. “Those on specific diets 
already know what they have to manage at a grocery store 
to find what they are looking for.”

Thus, Goldberg finds it reasonable that his local Whole 
Foods store (known for its healthy food ethos) operates sev-
eral dietary themed help-yourself food bars: vegan, Mediter-
ranean, organic, composed salads and an international bar. 
“With themed food bars, customers can make the choices 
they need to make,” he says. “In my opinion, that’s probably 

the safest way to address 
dietary needs with the 
biggest impact.”

Harmons:  
Dietitian-driven 
recipes
The dietitians at West 
Valley City, Utah-based 
Harmons have developed 
a list of criteria on which 
to evaluate foods to 
determine if they qualify 
for the 17-store chain’s 
Dietitians Choice tag. To 
be eligible, an item must 
emphasize whole grains, 
fruits and vegetables 
and/or fiber, have less 
sodium, saturated fat 
and/or added sugar, and 
not contain trans fat, 
hydrogenated oils, arti-
ficial sweeteners or high 
fructose corn syrup.

Selling health
Leveraging retail dietitians’               expertise can boost your  

                                                  shoppers’ trust in nutritious prepared food offerings.
BY JODY SHEE

Dietitians developed the criteria for Harmons’ healthy food line.
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To ensure that Harmons’ grocer-
ants offer a variety of Dietitians 
Choice prepared foods, two to 
four times a year the delicatessen 
sales director conducts a recipe 
contest among the chefs. Points 
are awarded for meeting Dieti-
tians Choice criteria, qualifying as 
vegan or vegetarian, incorporating 
local foods, utilizing store-made 
products (hummus, for example), 
and developing a unique recipe 
and taste, says Jonnell Masson, a 
registered dietitian for two of Harmons’ stores. Depart-
ment dietitians calculate the nutrition values and suggest 
ways to tweak the recipes to qualify for Dietitians Choice 
designation. All of the Harmons chefs taste and evaluate 
the recipes, with the top-rated foods then tested in two 
stores to see if they sell well. If so, they become part of the 
food rotation, and the chef who created them receives a 
gift basket of cooking items. Recent winners included a 
Three Pepper Salmon Salad and the Ironman Salad, in-
corporating kale, blueberries, edamame, peanuts, carrots, 
red onion and raspberry vinaigrette.

To emphasize the Dietitians Choice program with 
customers, two of the checkout lanes at each store forego 
candy and gum racks in favor of Dietitians Choice 
coolers containing small to-go servings of such items as 
prepared salads, hard-boiled eggs, nuts and fruit, says 
Masson. And in the grocerant area, the Dietitians Choice 

items are grouped in a case with an identifying cling 
sticker on the front of the case.

Harmons educates customers about the program via 
store fliers, instore signs and even stickers placed on to-go 
containers of appropriate items. Each January, the chain 
makes a big push for Dietitians Choice by conducting 
samplings to promote healthy lifestyles, Masson says. 

Giant Eagle: Expanding dietitians’ 
influence 
At Pittsburgh-based Giant Eagle, the chain has chosen 
to promote messages about the benefits of heart healthy, 
low-sodium and low-saturated fat foods, which some cus-
tomers might recognize as important elements in both 
the Mediterranean and DASH (Dietary Approaches to 
Stop Hypertension) diets, according to Samantha Mont-
gomery, manager of dietitians and nutrition education. 
Giant Eagle’s Dietitian Pick program calls attention to 
prepared foods that meet any of the criteria the program 
supports. To qualify for the Dietitian Pick logo, the prod-
uct must be low in saturated fat with limited amounts of 
sodium, contain 0 grams of trans fat per serving, and be 
a good source of fiber and vitamins A or C, calcium, iron 
and/or protein.

In January 2016, Giant Eagle launched a Health & Well-
ness labeling program in the center aisles that it 

Harmons conducts 
healthy recipe  

contests for its  
instore chefs. 

— Jonnell Masson, 
Harmons

Giant Eagle’s  
Dietitian Pick 

program promotes 
messages about 
healthy eating.
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hopes to expand to the prepared food department after 
the nutrition analysis is complete on all prepared foods, 
Montgomery says. The chain hired an outside firm to 
evaluate the nutrition labels of all packaged foods to de-
termine if they qualify for any of 14 designations. Those 
that qualify have colored tags next to them on shelves. 
For example, brown tags say “good source of protein,” 
orange tags say “good source of potassium,” red tags say 
“heart healthy” and green tags say “low sodium.” The 
plan is to re-evaluate each of the called-out products 
every six months to make sure they still qualify. 

Kroger: Getting clinical about  
healthy eating
The Kroger Co. has forged an even stronger link between 
good health and healthy food products by providing 
on-site counsel from dietitians for consumers who visit 
the company’s instore clinics. Dietitians are on hand to 
help bridge the gap between a customer’s specific clinical 
conditions and the most appropriate corresponding food 
choices, says Cristina Rebellon, retail dietitian coordinator 

for The Little Clinic, a wholly owned subsidiary of Kroger 
that operates in several Kroger markets, including King 
Soopers stores in the Denver and Colorado Springs areas. 

The Kroger dietitians also frequently lead individual and 
group health condition-focused store tours that em-
phasize, for instance, gluten-free, heart health, diabetes 
awareness, lower-sodium and fruits and vegetables. In the 
past, they have worked with the stores’ grocerant chefs on 
healthful parameters for prepared foods to reduce salt, 
saturated fat, total fat, calories, cholesterol, trans fats and 
added sugar. The dishes were marketed as “heart healthy,” 
with a logo adhered to the front of the food case and all 
qualifying dishes served with bright green spoons.

“We hope to start doing this again in the near future,” 
Rebellon says. G

Supermarkets want 
to “address . . . larger 
dietetic concerns  
people have.” 
— Bart Goldberg, 
Welldone Restaurant 
Concepts Inc.

Kroger’s Cristina Rebellon, R.D.: Dietitians provide counsel at the 
stores’ on-site clinics.
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To upgrade prepared food offer-
ings and earn a reputation for 
great cuisine, grocerants need 
to hire talented culinary school 
graduates and experienced chefs 
from the restaurant and hospitali-
ty realm, say a number of grocery 
industry consultants and thought 
leaders.
“Don’t just promote the deli manager to oversee your 
grocerant department. Instead, bring in a culinarian who 
knows how to prepare and present the food and how to 
train foodservice staff,” urges Phil Lempert, the Santa 
Monica, Calif.-based editor of Supermarketguru.com.

But finding and keeping culinarians can be a tall order 
for grocerant retailers. A nationwide chef shortage is 
already challenging restaurateurs and hoteliers, as well as 
supermarket chains that are serious about their prepared 
food departments. 

Despite their penchant for dining out, relatively few 
millennials have gravitated toward foodservice careers, 
notes Chef Steven Petusevsky, a grocerant consultant and 
project manager based in the Miami area.

“Millennials are known for not wanting to work as phys-
ically hard as previous generations or for as many long 
hours,” says Petusevsky, who served as the corporate chef 
for Whole Foods Market in Austin, Texas, for more than 
a decade. “Even young people who have chosen a career 
in the culinary industry don’t want to work as hard as we 
had to work rising up the ranks.” 

That gives grocerants at least one significant advantage 
when it comes to attracting millennial talent, since the 
hours of a supermarket chef are generally more amenable 
to work-life balance than those of a restaurant chef, says 
Petusevsky. But many aspiring and experienced chefs are 
unaware of opportunities in the grocery retailing world. 
As an alumnus of the Culinary Institute of America 
(CIA) in Hyde Park, N.Y., Petusevsky is spearheading a 
new CIA-sponsored national leadership collaborative 
called Appetites+Innovation that will address these and 
other issues confronting retail foodservice.

Help wanted:
chefsLook to the restaurant industry 

for culinary pros who’ll be a good 
fit for retail foodservice.

BY CAROLYN SCHIERHORN
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Get specific
Before mining the restaurant and hospitality industries 
for promising young or veteran chefs, however, grocer-
ants need to determine the precise skill sets they require 
for various culinary jobs, notes human resources consul-
tant Janet A. Hoffmann, president of HR Aligned Design 
in New York City. 

“What I always recommend to any company is to really 
identify the profile of the person who is going to be suc-
cessful in that position,” she says. “You need to home in 
on what’s important—on what’s non-negotiable in terms 
of the skills and qualifications that you need.”

Similarly, Petusevsky emphasizes the importance of 
writing a thoughtful, truthful job description prior to 
pursuing chef candidates. “The job description needs to 
be meaningful and accurate—one that the potential hire 
can really depend on to be a blueprint of what to expect,” 
he says. “There have been a couple of times in my career 
when I’ve accepted a position based on a job description 
only to find that the job was totally different. And this is 
indicative of one of the grocerant industry’s problems: 
There is a need to be fully transparent and honest, but 
because it is a newly emerging field, sometimes the details 
of a job can be hard to clarify.”

Restaurant culture vs. 
supermarket culture
Petusevsky says in his experience, a quarter of the su-
permarket chefs hired from the restaurant or hospitality 
industry leave retail within a few years. To prevent turn-
over later on, hiring managers should candidly discuss 

the workplace cultural differences between restaurants 
and retail foodservice during the interviewing process, 
he says. In general, restaurant chefs can be more creative 
when it comes to plate presentation, while grocerant 
culinarians can use their imagination in other ways, on a 
larger scale.

A chef working in a fine restaurant may have more pres-
tige, but a grocerant chef arguably has greater influence 
on what ordinary people eat every day, according to 
Petusevsky. “When you’re a chef in a restaurant, you have 
the opportunity to feed people on special occasions and 
celebrate important moments of their lives with them,” 
he says. “But when you’re the culinary director of a large 
retail market and you’re planning all of the prepared food 
and developing those recipes and adding your own style, 
you’re having a tremendous impact on so many people. 
That is powerfully satisfying.”

Supermarket chefs, moreover, need to have exceptional 
communication skills because they interact more with cus-
tomers. Rather than guarding their culinary knowledge, 
they are expected to share recipes with consumers, provide 
cooking demonstrations and even help shoppers find in-
gredients. In addition, notes Chef Charlie Baggs, chief ex-

ecutive chef of Chicago-based Charlie 
Baggs Culinary Innovations, grocerant 
chefs work with a wider range of prod-
ucts and typically have tremendous 
breadth of product knowledge. 

Building relationships
To recruit up-and-coming chefs, gro-
cerant retailers can start by building 
relationships with culinary schools. 
“You need to go to the career fairs 
that these schools all have for their 
students and graduates,” says Baggs. 
He recommends establishing intern-
ships as well so that chef trainees can 
see early on if they might enjoy a retail 
grocery career.

“Because [grocerants 
are] a newly emerging 
field, sometimes the 
details of a [culinary] job 
can be hard to clarify.” 
— Steven Petusevsky, 
grocery consultant
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To raise awareness of such careers, supermarkets can also 
approach high school guidance counselors, especially 
at schools that have culinary programs, Hoffmann says. 
When looking for chefs with experience, grocerants 
should advertise on Internet job boards—both culi-
nary-specific websites and comprehensive career websites 
that have a robust culinary presence, she says.

Recruiters also need to take advantage of social media, 
including LinkedIn, Facebook and Twitter, Hoffmann 
emphasizes. “There is so much going on there, with 
employers posting jobs and candidates posting their 
resumes,” she says. “You need to use all of those channels 
to get the word out.”

Hoffmann advises grocerants to search LinkedIn for 
“passive candidates”—those who are not currently look-
ing for a job but who have the desired qualities. “You may 
be able to attract them with the benefits and opportuni-
ties at your organization,” she says. “If nothing else, you 
start to create some relationships.”

What’s more, supermarket chains should embrace 
employee referral programs, Hoffmann says.  “If one of 
your managers or chefs refers someone who is qualified, 
do they receive a bonus?” she asks. “People like to work 
with individuals they know and feel comfortable with, so 
referral programs can be highly effective.” G
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Even top-notch chefs hired from the restaurant and hospi-
tality field will require training, because they may know a lot 
about their profession but very little about their new retail 
employer. Chef Charlie Baggs, chief executive chef of Char-
lie Baggs Culinary Innovations, points to Disney World as an 
exemplary model. 

“Before employees start working at Disney World, they go 
through extensive training so that they know everything 
about the company—how it originated, what the mission 
statement is, and so forth,” he says. “This sets employees up 
for success.” 

Ongoing training, moreover, should be more than occa-
sional workshops, says Janet A. Hoffmann, president of HR 
Aligned Design.

 “There are two things you can do well internally, and that’s 
offer people different types of experiences and exposures,” 
she says. “Maybe culinary staff can travel to different stores 
in your organization to experience working with different 
executive chefs. Or maybe there is an opportunity for chefs 
to work on cross-functional teams to learn more about the 
grocery business.”

Training to retain
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Veggies get their
day in the sun
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BY K ATHY HAYDEN

From fast casual to fine dining, 
kale is the new bacon. But it’s not 
only kale: More consumers are 
looking at vegetables in general as 
delicious, varied and even indul-
gent meal makers rather than just 
virtuous diet dishes.
Sales of value-added vegetables for easier meal preparation 
jumped 17 percent during the past year, according to Niel-
sen Perishables Group, and volume increased 13 percent. 
Pre-cut peppers and onions grew the most, followed by 
vegetable mixes. Nielsen also found that sales growth of val-
ue-added fruits and vegetables is twice that of regular pro-
duce, making these products ideal for grocerant programs.

Veggies front and center
Vegetables are already worth their weight in gold in the 
restaurant realm. At the forefront of the veg-centric menu 
movement is the New York City restaurant Dirt Candy, 
which highlights chef and owner Amanda Cohen’s motto 
on its website: “Anyone can cook a hamburger, leave the 
vegetables to the professionals.” The menu includes Korean 
Fried Broccoli, described as “crack in broccoli form.” A 
rutabaga-ginger-sage cake is topped with mustard tuile 
and smoked cream cheese, and the Brussels Sprout Taco 
filling is served on a sizzling stone, ready to stuff into lettuce 
wrappers.

While Dirt Candy is a vegetarian restaurant, vegetables are 
being lavished with just as much attention for omnivores. 
At Chicago’s Publican eatery, beer and meat boards are the 
stars, but the Barbecue Carrots and the Grilled Cucumbers 
with burrata cheese, poppy seeds and spring onions are 

Hot Food:

Move over, meat: Veggies are taking root  
             as the “ it” food on menus everywhere.
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“Don’t just 
throw more 
vegetables 
out there; 
add vege- 
tables in 
thought-  
provoking ways.”
— Chef Gary Patterson,  
McCormick & Co. Inc. 

Chefs say the challenge—and fun—
of vegetables is using items you  
already have in-house in new ways.
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among a host of enlightened vegeta-
ble offerings on the menu.

“In many cases, vegetable dishes 
[at restaurants] are finished with a 
small amount of meat, like some 
chorizo, or they are cooked in lard,” 
notes Gary Patterson, executive chef 
and manager, culinary science for 
Sparks, Md.-based McCormick & 
Co. Inc. “Adding richness is a way to get more attention for 
vegetables and to give diners some indulgence, but not to 
the point where they need to nap.”

Fresh techniques
With or without a meaty boost, chefs are finding new ways 
to get more flavor from vegetables, says Patterson, and oth-
ers agree. Chef Lauren DeMaria, director of culinary and 
business development at Chicago-based CSSI, a marketing 
and culinary consultancy, points to Chef Jose Andres’ Beef-
steak fast casual concept in Washington, D.C., as a place 
where impeccable technique is key to elevating vegetables. 

“Andres uses seasonal, high-quality ingredients and per-
fectly executed sous vide method to cook vegetables to a 
perfect al dente,” says DeMaria.

Patterson likes salt- or wood-roasted vegetables accented by 
a light dressing made with flavorful vinegars or carefully 
selected spice blends. Roasted beets, Brussels sprouts and 
cauliflower, and potato varietals have proven that great 
flavors and variety can come from relatively humble ingre-
dients with lower costs, he says. 

“Think in terms of layering flavors with smoked spices, like 
paprika, which adds oaky notes,” he says. “Spices add flavor, 

color, earthiness, complexity. I like to use the term ‘blends 
with benefits.’ Spice mixes with chia and matcha [tea] add 
great flavor and bring umami—or meatiness—to meatless 
dishes, and also some better health. Many dried spices have 
anti-inflammatory properties.”

Patterson also likes to add roasted veggies such as mashed 
beets, carrots or leeks to a hummus of chickpeas or white 
beans for vibrant color and earthy flavors. 

Keeping the crunch factor
At the opposite end of the vegetable cooking spectrum is 
pickling. “Pickling is huge, and people are extending that 
trend by pairing interesting vinegars and different spices, 
like turmeric and mustard seed,” Patterson says. “It’s a 
fresh, bright, flavorful and visually interesting way to treat 
vegetables, and people are pickling more things.”

DeMaria likes the fresh crunch that raw or pickled 
vegetables bring to a meal. “Texture cannot be underesti-
mated when focusing on vegetables,” she says. “It can be a 
differentiating factor, especially when bringing in a crisp 
and crunch.”

Both chefs note that the challenge—and the fun—of 
vegetables is using items you already have in-house in new 

ways. To this end, Whole Foods has jumped on the 
“zoodle” (thin strips of zucchini used as “noodles”) 
trend. A recent Whole Foods customer newsletter 
describes how veggie noodles and spiralized vegeta-
bles can be used like traditional pasta or left raw for 
marinating or adding to salads. Whole Foods even 
offers pre-spiraled vegetables in some locations.

“The trick to introducing more vegetable dishes is to 
be known for something,” says Patterson. “Don’t just 
throw more vegetables out there; add vegetables in 
thought-provoking ways. Add sides beyond potato 
and pasta salads. Put as much attention into vegeta-
bles as your main dishes. Make sure they taste great, 
are seasoned properly and are well-balanced.” G
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Raw veggies can bring  
fresh crunch to a meal.

Mashed beets add vibrant color to traditional hummus.
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Millennials are known for their 
passion for food. And as the 
first generation to grow up us-
ing the Internet, with access to 
any and all information at their 
fingertips, they feel they can eat 
whatever they want whenever 
they want. 
To capture share of stomach in this crucial demographic, 
more and more startup companies have plunged into 
the meal delivery market in urban areas. Some busi-
nesses, such as San Francisco-based services Sprig and 
Munchery, offer meals on demand in a growing number 
of cities, with their own chefs preparing food in indus-
trial kitchens. Other companies, including GrubHub 
and UberEATS, team up with local restaurants to deliver 
meals quickly—at the touch of a button on a mobile app. 

“For supermarkets to 
be attuned to the needs 
of their customer base, 
particularly millenni-
als, they must be in this 
space,” says Phil Lem-
pert, a grocery industry 
analyst in Santa Monica, 
Calif., and editor of  
Supermarketguru.com. 

The aging baby boomer 
generation is another 
potentially big market 
for modern-day meals-
on-wheels services, he 
adds, noting that dishes 
for this demographic—

facing high blood pressure, diabetes and other chronic 
medical conditions—would need to cater to different 
dietary considerations.

Switching gears
Although a number of supermarket chains partner with 
Instacart and similar services, such as DoorDash and 
Envoy, to deliver online-ordered groceries to customers’ 
homes, few if any grocerant retailers deliver individual 
meals on demand, observes Jeremy Johnson, education 
director for the International Dairy-Deli-Bakery Associa-
tion (IDDBA). “Supermarkets are traditionally driven by 
volume when it comes to delivery,” he says.

Grocery industry consultant Steve Dragoo says he also 
hasn’t seen any supermarkets offer delivery of prepared 
meals yet. “I think this is a huge opportunity for retailers 
who understand who they are and their clientele and 
operate in population-dense areas where they could offer 
delivery,” says the owner of Solutions Consulting, which 
is based in the Nashville, Tenn., area.

But some infrastruc-
ture changes and 
branding initiatives 
will have to be im-
plemented before 
prepared food delivery 
becomes feasible for 
grocerant retailers. 
GrubHub, UberEATS 
and similar companies 
have not pursued rela-
tionships with grocery 
stores in part because 
of the perceived logis-
tical challenges of driv-
ers having to park in 
large supermarket lots, 
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Delivery
on demand

Adding prepared food delivery 
is vital for grocerants,  

say industry observers.

BY CAROLYN SCHIERHORN

Meal delivery 
services like San 
Francisco-based 

Munchery set a high 
bar for prepared 

food quality.
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then walk through massive stores to 
pick up the prepared food. Compa-
nies like Instacart that do partner 
with supermarket chains have a dif-
ferent business model and are not 
designed to deliver fresh-prepared 
single meals to consumers. 

“I’m willing to go on Instacart 
and buy my $100 order and have it 
delivered by 2 p.m. But when I want 
lunch, I want lunch,” Lempert says. 
“What’s more, on Instacart, if your 
order is under $25, you’ll be charged 
an $11 delivery fee. Uber, on the 
other hand, has the tip and delivery 
charge included in the price, and 
you’re paying only $10 or $12 or so.” 
Restaurants and delivery services 
then split the profit on the orders.

Simple solutions
In Lempert’s opinion, grocerant retailers need to proac-
tively forge bonds with restaurant-focused services that use 
vehicles equipped to keep hot food hot and cold food cold. 
Some high-volume delivery services obtain menu items 
in bulk from restaurants at different times of day so meals 
can be delivered to customers within 10 or 15 minutes of 
order placement. “These meals are made fresh, but they’re 
not made to order,” Lempert notes.

Grocerants would not need to offer multiple types of 
meals for delivery throughout the day, he says. One or 
two dishes, a limited choice of beverages and a simple 
dessert from the store could be shown on the delivery 
company’s app, which would also display meals from 
restaurants and other retailers in the area. The app’s 
menu would change at least daily—perhaps offering dif-
ferent choices for lunch, dinner and late-night snacks—
allowing the grocerant to promote and provide different 
dishes without becoming overwhelmed.

To work with delivery services, supermarkets would have 

to establish curbside pickup or reserved parking spaces 
for drivers, notes Chef Charlie Baggs, chief executive chef 
of Chicago-based Charlie Baggs Culinary Innovations. 
And ideally, store employees would bring the meals out 
to the drivers. In addition, the meals would have to be 
packaged in an attractive manner that prevents leakage, 
promotes freshness and touts the supermarket’s brand.

Crowd pleasers
A self-described fan of UberEATS, Dragoo believes Uber-
style delivery makes the most sense for grocerant retailers 
that have already made a name for themselves with sev-
eral signature dishes. He notes that Big Y, headquartered 
in Springfield, Mass., would be an ideal chain to test the 
meal delivery concept because they are widely recognized 
for their pizza, grinders and submarine sandwiches, and 
certain hot food dishes. 

“The food needs to be top of the line in a particular catego-
ry,” Dragoo says. “Delivery would be more challenging for 
stores that [just] do a hundred things pretty well because 
they wouldn’t be able to differentiate themselves from local 
restaurants.”

Ultimately, prepared food delivery could be an effective 
way to drive more store traffic, says Lempert. He main-
tains that consumers who order and enjoy a grocer-
ant-prepared meal they’ve never tried before will likely 
think about visiting that store the next time they need to 
buy groceries: The delivery business would increase store 
traffic and vice versa. G
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“[Grocerant] food [for 
delivery] needs to be 

top of the line in a  
particular category.” 

— Steve Dragoo, 
Solutions Consulting
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“Condiments and 
flavoring elements are 

often the first part of 
cuisines to emerge.” 

— David Kamen, 
 CIA Consulting

Club Mediterranean
BY K ATHY HAYDEN

Legumes are the international 
food of the year, hummus sales 
are humming, and Greek yogurt 
is poised to take over all dayparts. 
It’s safe to say that the Eastern 
Mediterranean and Middle East-
ern regions are having a moment 
on American menus.   
More proof comes from the robust fast casual restaurant 
segment, where several emerging concepts apply the 
build-your-own model to hummus-based bowls, flat-
breads, rice or salads that are piled with proteins like ke-
babs, shawarma (spit-roasted meatballs) and kifta (spiced 
meatloaf), then finished with salads and bold sauces.

Garbanzo Fresh Mediterranean, a Colorado fast casual 
chain, lets diners customize their meals with a dozen veg-
etable-based extras like spicy red pepper hummus, baba 
ghanoush (eggplant spread) and tabbouleh grain salad. In 
New York City, the Maoz chain offers a simple vegetarian 
menu based entirely on a proprietary falafel that blends 
chickpeas, fresh vegetables, herbs and a secret spice mix 
called The Maoz Magic Powder. 

Plant-forward food
“We’re seeing a real movement behind eating more 
plant-forward food, and the Mediterranean region is 
great for that,” says Chef David Kamen, project man-
ager for CIA Consulting, part of Culinary Institute of 

America’s (CIA) continuing education division. Kamen is 
responsible for the planning and management of custom 
projects for professional foodservice operations. “This 
region is heavy on herbs, greens, healthy grains, seed 
pastes, nuts and nut pastes.” 

Jennifer Aranas, senior project manager at Chica-
go-based menu research firm Datassential, also sees 
better health driving the consumer appeal of Mediter-
ranean foods. “One of the drivers for this cuisine is the 
wealth of research that affirms benefits of eating patterns 
in these areas,” she says.

Aranas cites the abundance of plant-based foods, olive oil 
as a primary fat, high fish and legume consumption and 
low red meat consumption as the healthful ingredients of 
Mediterranean menus. So far, olives, olive oil, eggplant, 
chickpeas and artichokes are the ingredients proliferating 

Accent on Cuisine:

Falafel is experiencing robust growth on U.S. menus.
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on U.S. menus. Datassential finds hummus (chickpea  
puree) is now included on 11 percent of all U.S. menus 
and has experienced 43 percent menu growth during the 
past four years. By comparison, falafel (fried chickpea 
balls or patties) is found on only 3 percent of all U.S. 
menus but has also experienced robust growth of  
32 percent since 2010. 

Flavor of the month
Beyond the health halo, Eastern Mediterranean food de-
livers on big, bold flavors. Kamen explains that the same 
depth of flavor and complexity that have made Sriracha 
and gochujang sauces popular influences from Asian 
cuisines are also at work in Eastern Mediterranean sauces 
and spice mixes. Harissa (hot and sweet red chili paste), 
zaatar (fresh herb paste), chermoula (garlic-lemon-oil 
blend), North Africa’s Ras el hanout (chili-dried spice 
mix) and preserved lemon deliver a similar complexity. 

In Chicago, the growing chain Roti Modern Mediter-
ranean serves clean-labeled “food that loves you back,” 
while also introducing fans to some of these emerging 
flavor elements like sumac (spice) and sauces that range 
from a mild dill-yogurt to a medium roasted red pepper 
and spicy s’hug. 

“Condiments and flavoring elements are often the first 
parts of cuisines to emerge,” says Kamen. “Sauces make 
the dish and are great starting points because they can 

easily dress up any grilled meat or vegetables.” Likewise, 
Mediterranean sauces and spreads make excellent addi-
tions to salad bars, either on their own for toppings or for 
dressing chopped salads or cold grain preparations. 

The communal table 
This region’s way of eating is as appealing as the flavors 
and ingredients, says Kamen: “It’s communal, shared and 
presented on big platters and baskets. Instead of plated, 
formal eating, meals are a social event, with people tak-
ing food from big dishes onto small plates. Often, bread is 
a way to carry other foods, like flatbreads or herb salads, 
or [is] used for dipping hummus and other spreads.”

These kinds of vegetable-laden plates are popular on the 
menu at the emerging mid-scale chain True Food Kitch-
en, based in Phoenix, where a starter of crudités is served 
with tzatziki dip and a black olive spread. A roasted sea-
sonal vegetable board is accompanied by Avocado Green 
Goddess dip and pimento cashew cheese spread. 

Communal vegetable dishes are also well-suited to 
prepared food programs, where pre-roasted vegetables or 
grilled meats can be a starting point for a meal of veggies, 
greens and grains selected from the salad bar. Customers 
can finish off their DIY meal with sauces from an exten-
sive selection and some freshly baked bread. G

Traditional Eastern Mediterranean and Middle Eastern flavors are found in (clockwise from top left): 
chile and lemon, cucumber raita, onion and garlic, baba ghanoush, tabbouleh, and hummus.
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From Korean barbecue and Mexican tacos to Maine 
lobster rolls and Chinese bao buns, sandwich mash-ups 
are slicing into the market for lunch and snack fare. 
Gerry Ludwig, consulting chef at Gordon Food Service, 
a Grand Rapids, Mich.-based broadline food distribu-
tion company, conducts flavor expeditions across the 
country and sees an inspiring amount of innovation out 
there. He recently talked to  about 
the most profitable ways to mix up sandwich service 
offerings.

 How do today’s “mash-ups” 
differ from yesterday’s “fusion food”?

Gerry Ludwig: Mash-ups stick to cuisines and flavor 
profiles that pair better together. Fusion food tried to do 
things like apply Asian flavors to classic European dishes, 
which didn’t always work. Today, chefs are putting 
slow-roasted meats into flour tortillas and finishing with 
flavors of Korea and Latin America, which just makes 
a lot more sense. These cuisines have a lot of things 
in common, like sweet-saltiness, some sour elements, 
fresh greens, herbs. Also, pretty much anything can 
get wrapped in a burrito to make it portable, which is 
important now.

 Is this just an Asian-Latin phenomenon, or do 
sandwich mash-ups work with other cuisines?

GL: There are no real limits as long as you keep basic flavor 
profiles in mind. I don’t like to see people go too crazy with 

flavors, but there’s also no need to master a single cuisine. 
It’s a matter of layering two or three flavors to create com-
plexity.

 Why are we seeing so many sandwich mash-ups 
now?

GL: Again, portability and grab-and-go are important 
features. Also, in terms of sandwiches, you can start at 
the bottom and explore different breads and carriers. 
India and Malaysia [for example] have great breads for 
wrapping, like naan and paratha. They’re flaky and 
thicker than a burrito, and are great filled with almost 
anything. 

Look at what holds ingredients well and has some dura-
bility. I’ve seen Chinese steamed bao filled with Philly 
cheesesteak fillings or a regional barbecue. Fried chicken 
sandwiches are a big trend right now and don’t have to be 
served on a biscuit or roll. How about regional versions, 
like the Nashville hot chicken or Korean double-fried, on 
a bread that your bakery does really well?

 What kinds of condiment trends are emerging 
from these sandwich mash-ups?

GL: I can’t point to one big condiment trend, but I would 
say, try to avoid a “been there, done that” reaction from 
your customers. Now that Sriracha [sauce] is mainstream, 
people are seeking the next hot thing. It might not be one 
particular sauce, but a paste or a spread that has similar 
flavors, with heat, garlic, some sweet-sour notes. Be origi-
nal—go house-made whenever possible.

— Kathy Hayden

Unsung heroes at the 
sandwich counter

Chef Q&A:

Chef Gerry 
Ludwig, 
Gordon 

Food 
Service
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Korean sandwiches like pork banh mi are inspiring chefs to 
mix and match flavor profiles. 
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How to 

enhance sales 

of a traditional 

favorite

We made our Broccoli Cheddar Soup 100% organic – and 100% 

flavorful. In fact, Blount has an entire line of organic soups 

that satisfy consumer demand for true-to-nature, simpler 

foods. Each is a premium-quality, artisan-crafted recipe that 

offers heat-and-serve convenience. Generate more sales with 

our soups. 

With Blount, you can get more because we provide more.

To learn more about our organic soups call 800.274.2526

or visit blountfinefoods.com.
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