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restaurant reach quick-serve gets healthy 

ast food” and “healthy” have typically been mutually exclusive concepts, much 
to the frustration of consumers. But times are changing. Whether because of menu labeling 

law transparency, stepped-up competition from savvy fast-casual eateries or because millennials 
demand it, a gradual introduction of sound nutrition to quick-serve restaurant menus is underway.
 To deliver what consumers say they want, restaurant R&D chefs are working on calorie 
counts, sugar reduction, the inclusion of more fruits, vegetables and whole grains, and the elimi-
nation of additives, hormones and antibiotics. 
 “Millennial parents have an enormous amount of influence in this regard, and they will 
continue to be a force to be reckoned with,” says trend watcher/analyst/speaker Nancy Kruse, 
president of The Kruse Company, Atlanta. However, flavor and price are still equal partners in 
fast food. Research shows, she says, “that among college students, organic, vegetarian/vegan 
and gluten-free options take a back seat to tasty, affordable food and a social environment when 
they dine out, suggesting that the basics of good taste and good value will remain key decision 
drivers with this group.”
 When they look for menu health information, Gen X and baby boomers are more tuned to 
calories, fat and sodium, says Caleb Bryant, foodservice analyst with Chicago-based market 
intelligence agency Mintel. “To the younger I-Generation and millennials, those factors are still 
important, but they view health more as feel-good food with no preservatives or artificial ingre-
dients.” They look for a sense of wellness associated with food.

oPPosiTe, CloCKwise From ToP: 
1) acai Pitaya Fusion bowl from Juice 
it up 2) egg white Grill added to 
Chick-fil-a’s breakfast menu in 2014 
3) Nutrient-dense berry Protein blend 
recently test-launched by Chick-fil-a

The fast-food segment had been slow to 
respond to consumer demand for more 
healthful fare. But no more. by Jody shee

P
H

O
TO

 C
R

ED
ITS O

pposite, clockw
ise from

 top: 1) Juice it U
p 2) &

 3) C
hick-fil-A

“F

healthy 
quick-serve gets 



acfchefs.org    13



14 The NaTioNal CuliNary review • November/deCember 2016

side items
 Expanding better-for-you (BFY) side options is one of fast food’s first attempts to please nutrition-
conscious consumers. Some 41% indicate they want more healthy sides at QSRs, Bryant says. 
But the question has always been, if the restaurant complies with consumer desires and offers 
healthful food, will consumers buy it. Mintel data shows that 27% of consumers report replacing 
unhealthy sides with healthy sides when they dine out. 
 Ratcheting up the BFY quotient of its food has paid off for Atlanta-based Chick-fil-A. Since 
switching up the quality of its entree salads in spring 2013, the chain of 2,000-plus units has 
seen about 50% sales growth in the salad category, says David Farmer, vice president of menu 
strategy and development. 
 He believes side items present the next big opportunity for fast-food restaurants. “The side 
category is all about fries,” he says. The chicken chain was one of the first quick-serve restaurants 
to offer fruit cups as a side 10 years ago. In January, it launched the Superfood Side made with a 
blend of chopped kale and Broccolini tossed in a maple vinaigrette dressing, topped with dried 
sour cherries, and served with a blend of roasted walnuts, almonds and pecans for crunch.

boost entrees 
 “Plant-forward cuisine is one of the hot tickets right now from the menu point of view,” 
Kruse says, citing the success of by CHLOE, a New York vegan fast-food restaurant operating 
with the tagline, “Eat well. Eat with purpose.” By CHLOE is the first quick-serve restaurant 
owned by ESquared Hospitality, New York, and it is expanding, with four units open already.
 Says by CHLOE’s creative director Samantha Wasser, “I think everyone wants to be healthy, 
but doesn’t want to eat healthy food. We’ve been successful with healthy food that doesn’t taste that 
way. You feel you’re indulging here.” The Guac Burger ($9.95) and Quinoa Taco Salad ($10.95) are 
the restaurant’s top sellers. The burger patty comprises black beans, quinoa and sweet potatoes. 
 Wasser acknowledges that healthful ingredients can make fast food less economical for value-
conscious consumers. But keeping the food affordable is the team’s priority, with the strategy of 
cross-utilizing ingredients such as avocados. The green favorite is found in The Guac Burger, two 
salads, the Smashed Avocado Toast and the Avocado Pesto Pasta.

bowls hold it all
 The rising popularity of bowls of all types presents a trendy option for quick-serve restaurants 
to combine healthful ingredients in an entree. It’s something Chick-fil-A is just now wrapping its 
arms around. In September, the chain began testing its Harvest Kale & Grain Bowl featuring a 
blend of red quinoa, white quinoa, farro, roasted butternut squash and diced apples on a bed of 
chopped kale. It comes topped with a goat cheese/feta cheese blend and tart dried cherries served 
with roasted walnuts, almonds and pecans, and new light balsamic vinaigrette. It contains 370 
calories and 22 grams of protein, with a starting price of $8.19. Sliced grilled chicken can be added.
 Farmer notes that it is a little heartier than some salads and utilizes kale that the restaurants 
already bring in. “It’s the kind of premium item that I think people will be pleasantly surprised—
even shocked—to be able to get this quality at a reasonable price point in a quick-serve setting,” he 
says. “The quality and speed of the drive-through is a powerful combination. You can make eating 
that healthy, that convenient.”
 Bowls have become a mainstay on the menu at Juice It Up, which was founded in 1995 as a 
smoothie chain. In 2011 it shifted to become more of a raw juice bar, says Noah Burgess, research 
and development scientist. “Since then, we have evolved to be more healthy and involve raw fruits 
and vegetable options catering to all levels of health.”
 More than three years ago, the chain added the Acai Bowl to the menu. Now, under the heading 
of Superfruit Bowls, it also offers the Ultimate Berry Bowl, Pitaya Passion Bowl and Super Fusion 

restaurant reach quick-serve gets healthy 
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Chick-fil-A’s nutrition journey includes 
obvious menu improvements along 
with a few “stealth health” initiatives 
designed to boost nutritive quality 
without a lot of fanfare.

2004: First in industry to add fresh 
fruit cup to menu

2008: Removed all trans-fat from menu

2010: Removed high-fructose corn 
syrup (HFCS) from select menu items

2012: Added grilled nuggets entree 
option to Kid’s Meal and removed soda 
from Kid’s Meal menu options

2013: Reduced sodium across menu 
and removed sodium and Yellow #5 
from chicken soup

2014: Switched to peanut oil and canola 
oil without TBHQ (a type of phenol)

2015: Removed artificial colors and 
HFCS from dressings and sauces and 
removed TBHQ artificial color and 
flavor from butter oil

2016: Added Superfood Side to menu 
and added Honest Kids Appley Ever 
After organic juice drink
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D IS COVER TH E  POWER  OF  THE  CREDENTIAL

QUESTIO NS?  CONTAC T  US . 
Association of Nutrition & Foodservice Professionals
406 Surrey Woods Drive | St. Charles, IL | 60174
800.323.1908 | www.ANFPonline.org

• Demonstrates ongoing validation of knowledge and experience to your employer 

• Exemplifies a personal and professional commitment to the foodservice profession

• Fulfills staffing qualifications as recognized by some state regulations 

• Validates specialized skills, judgment and critical thinking

• Enhances professional credibility

GE TTING CERTIF IED. . .

The Certified Dietary Manager | Certified Food Protection Professional (CDM® | CFPP®) is a credential held by over 13,000 
foodservice professionals who work in long-term care, acute care and other non-commercial environments. Those who earn the 
credential have the education and experience to competently perform the responsibilities of a foodservice manager and have 
proven this by passing a nationally recognized credentialing exam and fulfilling the requirements needed to maintain certified 

WHAT IS  THE  CDM,  CFPP  C RE D E N TI A L?

“Coming from a background in 
restaurants and resorts across the 
Southwest, I always envisioned 
my career in that setting. It 
wasn’t until I took a position as 
an Executive Chef for a hospital 
that I realized the impact that 
I could make in the healthcare 
industry, and the impact that the 

healthcare industry could make in my career. 
After obtaining my CDM through ANFP, I 
realized two things; (1) The demand for chefs 
in healthcare will begin to rise very quickly, and 
(2) this career choice will prove to be one that I 
can continue to grow in for a lifetime!”

- Executive Chef Rocky Dunnam, CDM, CFPP
- Amarillo, TX 
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ToP, leFT To riGhT: Kids Tropical Twist from Juice it up, Kids Green monster 
smoothie from Juice it up
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Bowl. The Pitaya Passion Bowl features raw organic pitaya, 
passion fruit juice blend, soy milk, strawberries and bananas 
topped with organic omega-3 granola, strawberries, blueberries 
and honey. 
 Two years ago, Juice It Up launched smoothie bowls—
smoothies with less liquid and more frozen fruit to make them 
“scoopable,” Burgess says. Organic granola and fresh fruit and 
honey are added on top. Green options also are available, with 
fresh kale and spinach blended in for the health and fiber kick. 
 Burgess has noticed a big consumer push for added protein in 
the past two years. “So we are offering a few more natural protein 
options like almond milk, soy milk and peanuts,” he says. Whey 
protein powder is another mix-in option. “Sales of whey protein 
powder are up almost 200% in the past year,” he adds. The success 
is likely aided by the fact that the chain has successively centered 
a few promotions around proteins.

the breakfast and beverage frontiers
 Low-calorie beverages and convenient, healthy breakfast 
options have become areas of consumer interest lately, says 
Chick-fil-A’s Farmer. At the same time as it test-launched the 
Harvest Kale & Grain Bowl, the chain also began testing the 
Egg White Grill Grain Bowl in a few restaurants. The breakfast 
entree includes the same grain blend of red quinoa, white quinoa 
and farro, along with scrambled egg whites, grilled chicken and 
a Monterey jack/cheddar cheese blend.
 Farmer first caught wind of the desire for more-healthful 
breakfast options when the chain relaunched its chicken lineup 
in 2014 and added the Egg White Grill to the breakfast menu, 
described as a “breakfast portion of grilled chicken with a hint of 
citrus flavor, stacked with freshly grilled egg whites and Ameri-

can cheese, served on a toasted multigrain English muffin.” In less 
than two months on the menu, “I could see it struck a chord with 
our guests. They are excited, looking for more options for healthy 
breakfast,” he says. The breakfast bowl targets those interested in 
moving away from some of the grains, bread and carbs, he adds. 
 Kruse also notices a move by fast-food chains toward 
healthy bowls. “McDonald’s, for example, is testing breakfast 
bowls, including an option made with turkey sausage and kale 
that clocks in at a mere 250 calories, a number that will look 
great up on the menu board,” she says. 
 Chick-fil-A bets that consumers looking for convenience and 
BFY would be interested in a breakfast beverage that serves as 
a meal-replacement drink. So, it may soon start competing with 
smoothie outlets with the nutrient-dense Berry Protein Blend it 
also just test-launched. It’s made with chia seeds, ancient grains, 
mixed berries and yogurt handspun with a small portion of 
Chick-fil-A’s signature Icedream® and topped with honey/brown 
sugar granola. It has 340 calories with 23 grams of protein. 
 To demonstrate BFY in print, quick-serve restaurants ratcheted-
up menu mentions of gluten-free 26% between Q1 2015 and Q1 
2016, says Bryant with Mintel. The use of “light” as a nutrition 
claim has risen 19% during the same time, while “fat-free” is up 
by 12%. Healthful beverages are certainly a growth category. 
Some 25% of consumers report drinking fewer carbonated soft 
drinks when dining out in general, he adds. 
 “The race is on for ‘better’ sugar, as the plummet in sales of 
both conventional and diet soft drinks continues,” says Kruse. 
“To salve their consciences and consume what they really want 
to anyway, more diners will opt for beverages made with organic 
and/or Fair Trade and/or GMO-free sugar. PepsiCo has been 
especially active in this regard, as with the introduction of its 
1893 Craft Soda line.”
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JODY SHee, AN OLATHe, KANSAS-BASeD FreeLANCe wrITer AND eDITOr, PrevIOUSLY wAS eDITOr 
OF A FOODServICe MAGAzINe. SHe HAS MOre THAN 20 YeArS OF FOOD-wrITING exPerIeNCe AND 
wrITeS THe BLOG www.SHeeFOOD.COM.

“Younger I-Generation 
and millennials view 
health more as feel-
good food with no 
preservatives or 
artificial ingredients.”
 –Caleb bryant, foodservice analyst, mintel


