
– 
Competing with the Chains 
– Just what are they doing 

to combat rising prices? 

 
Necessity is causing us all to re-look at our menus. It is not all gloom 
and doom however. It’s forcing talented chef’s, kitchen managers, and 
restaurant owners to get creative with less expensive ingredients. It is 
also getting us focused on wasting less, scaling back (sometimes 
ridiculously) huge portions, keeping pricing reasonable, and compelling 
us to showcase our true strengths and talents as operators and stewards 
of the food service industry. That’s great news. When the black cloud 
lifts, we will all be better for it! 

 
Have you considered streamlining your lunch menus? Pairing down from 30 – 40 choices to 
inflation fighter lunches that are more cost effective? It can help drive down labor costs, waste 
from over-portioning or over prepping, and table turn times – thus allowing more bodies in seats! 
In case it hasn’t caught up with you yet, what do the chain restaurants do to drive sales? 
 
#1  They have Value menus (instead of large portions of sandwiches, fries, and a drink, you buy 
smaller less expensive items singularly – which the operator makes more profit on and it takes 
less time to prepare)  
 
#2  They combo meals! I’m not just talking about McDonald’s here either. Panera Bread does it, 
all the casual chains are doing it – they are doing the 3 course meals for under $12.99, etc.  
 
#3  They do quarterly inserts. Beautiful pictures with sizzling shrimp, deliciously basted chicken 
breasts all paired with fluffy baked potatoes heaped with mounds of 
butter and sour cream. This is where they market high profit generating 
specials to keep things new and exciting – you think it’s something really 
amazing if they have this glossy insert! 
 
#4  They market to their hometown diner. With the price of fuel, people 
who are eating out, are just staying a little closer to home to do so. 
 
#5  They are adding trendy presentations. Dessert samplers in shot 
glasses, dessert for two on a HUGE plate painted with $.25 of a colorful 
sauce – just to give you some examples. 
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#6  They promote take out. If money is really tight f or a family, having to leave a tip may be just 
enough to be a deterrent. A lot of large chains are promoting take out by having preferred parking 
right in front. You may not be able to offer this option, but is ordering take-out from your facility 
easy to do? Is it clear how to do it, where to pick it up, and how much it will cost? Do y our 
customers know it’s available? 

Bistro 
#7  They offer coupons or incentives. Can you do something or offer an incentive to a diner by 
coming on the off hours? Do you have an email Advertising list? 
 
#8  They are watching controllable costs: When was the last time you took note of just how 
many paper napkins went out to a guest in a stack? How many creamers and packet controlled 
items went in the garbage because someone failed to pay attenti on to a controllable cost?  
 

 
 
It’s hard to change out recipe ingredients and not change the quality of your 
end product. Many chefs and operators work for years to perfect recipes, 
plate presentations, menu choices, etc. But, as the US dollar continues to 
weaken, restaurants must switch to more cost effect products such as the high 
ticket imported ingredient to a domestic counterpart. It is possible to look at 
less known cuts of meat and feature more cost effective formulations such as 
a beef shoulder tender, a pork ribeye roast, and a Denver cut steak. 

 
Other things we can do to help offset some costs are to look at additional categories besides 
proteins. Switching from an all butter block to a European butter block, which clarifies the same 
as butter and has all the flavor of butter, could save an operator 20% on their cost of butter. It has 
a slightly different butter fat content and doesn’t work as well to bake with, but nonetheless, 
cooks just the same as an all butter product. Liquid butter, another great alternative to butter 
would work nicely for sauté, some sauce work, spread to grill bread or make garlic bread, great 
for making wing sauce, and is very cost consistent in a rapidly changing dairy market. Cream 
soup base is another very effective alternative to heavy cream when making cream based soups or 
sauces. 
 
Olive oil, an ingredient we all love and would hate to give up. What if instead of giving it up all 
together, we cooked in a domestic blended oil, and saved the imported high priced olive oil to 
drizzle over the top and tickle the tastebuds on the very first bite? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



THE BATTLE FOR ACRES 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Shortages in crops has been our focus for the past two newsletters. This time, I’d like to take a 
look at how other shortages are having an impact on the foodservice industry. Coal, used for steel 
production has failed to meet it’s production commitments in Australia. Asian steelmakers are 
largely dependent on coal from Austrailia, the world’s largest coking coal exporter, to make steel. 
The stoppage is coming as steelmakers around the world have been raising their prices over the 
last year, including several pricing increases in recent weeks, in an attempt to recoup high energy, 
raw material, and shipping costs.  
 
Why is this so important? Food cans. The problems for food cans will be compounded by a sharp 
increase in the price of tinplate due to the rise in iron ore, coke, energy, and tin during the past 
two years. Most specifically in the US, these costs will be passed through canmakers to food 
processors, and ultimately to the consumer. Early in last October, a 15% increase in the price of 
tinplate for North American customers was announced.  
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