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Barbecue’s marketability spikes in the warmer months — and previous years’ trends offer clues to what’s ahead. Last
year at this time, ribs topped the list of savory seasonal flavors and menu items in Datassential’s Item Launch Index.

Maximize the appeal of barbecue this season

Barbecue is a year-round menu favorite, but its appeal tends to jump even higher in late spring and summer.
This month, a webinar from Datassential reported that in recent years, mentions of barbecue on social media
have peaked in July. Engagement around barbecue flavors has peaked in May and June.

So now that barbecue season is in full swing, foodservice operators have an opportunity to tap into the
nostalgic appeal of barbecue while injecting it with some adventurous global flavor. Consider weaving
barbecue flavors into your menu as limited-time offers (LTOs) or as more subtle options: TGl Friday’s has
served up Korean barbecue steak tacos, for example, while brands including Chipotle and Nando’s have
used smoky barbecue sauces to appeal to barbecue-loving guests without straying too far from their core
identities.

Other possibilities: Try an LTO like Argentine chimichurri-marinated steak skewers or Korean-style barbecue
ribs with gochujang glaze for spicy-sweet heat. Let guests experiment with a global barbecue sampler
platter that includes multiple flavor profiles in one meal. You could offer a family-style meal featuring Middle
Eastern-style grilled lamb with tahini sauce, Japanese yakitori skewers, and Jamaican jerk chicken sliders

to appeal to diverse tastes and dining groups. There are ample options on the plant-based side too: Think
barbecue-rubbed roasted vegetables, grilled peaches and pineapple, or barbecue ranch slaw.

Positioning barbecue as the centerpiece of an event — like a world barbecue night or an international grill-
off — can add an experiential, educational element that draws crowds and builds loyalty. By creatively
incorporating global flavors into barbecue offerings, operators can offer something familiar yet fresh,
satisfying seasonal cravings while setting their menu apart from the competition.




Use packaging as a competitive advantage
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In today’s foodservice landscape, packaging isn’t simply functional. It’s a brand differentiator. Your packaging
can enhance your guest experience, improve sustainability, and even boost operational efficiency. Foodservice
brands that invest in smarter packaging have an opportunity to align with consumer values while addressing
real business challenges.

For example, operators looking to scale up off-premise business can use packaging to support those goals.
Tamper-evident seals for delivery, compostable containers and heat-retaining designs can all support brand
integrity and environmental goals. Brands like Sweetgreen have embraced custom, compostable packaging that
reinforces their brand story and appeals to eco-conscious consumers. Even the simple, recyclable brown paper
bags and foil burger wrappers at Five Guys minimize waste and protect food quality after an order leaves a
store.

Beyond sustainability, packaging can also drive loyalty and shareability. Custom-designed containers, QR codes
for promotions, or packaging that doubles as a social media prop can turn a takeout order into a marketing
asset. A brand like &pizza, for example, stands out on social media simply because of its unusual oblong pizza
boxes.

Operationally, innovations like stackable designs or smart packaging can reduce waste, streamline prep, and
improve food quality in transit — key concerns in the age of off-premise dining. Domino’s designed its pizza
boxes to retain heat and maintain crispness during delivery with venting and a corrugated design — a critical
need for its delivery-centric model. Their packaging is also optimized for stacking and driver efficiency, reducing
delivery time and order damage. There are higher-tech solutions starting to emerge in mainstream foodservice
too, like time-temperature freshness indicators that change color based on how long a package has been
exposed to temperature fluctuations.

Packaging innovation can be a strategic lever that gives foodservice brands an edge when it comes to customer
perception, operational performance and brand equity. What does your packaging say about your brand?




Plant-based options for senior living: trend or necessity?

In many senior living facilities around the country, dining
rooms are evolving to include more plant-based options.
In addition to supporting increasing preferences among
older adults for healthier, more sustainable choices,
these options can help residents manage chronic health
conditions and overall quality of life as they age.

(Continued on page 5)




A report from the American College of Lifestyle Medine said consuming plant-based diets is associated with slower
rates of decline in cognitive performance, lower risk for Alzheimer’s disease and dementia, and a higher quality of
life as individuals age.

Plant based
(From page 4)

Experts like dietitian Dr. Julie Stefanski, RDN, note that plant-based diets can help reduce the risk of chronic
conditions common in older populations. “The fiber and antioxidants found in plant foods support digestive health
and immune function, which are critical for aging adults,” she says. They can also support heart health, diabetes
management, and anti-inflammatory dietary needs. While foodservice providers have to account for potential
challenges of these diets — such as difficulty chewing certain ingredients — the overall benefits are compelling.

Some communities are well ahead of the curve on providing plant-based options. In Maryland, Erickson Senior Living
offers fully plant-based menu items across its campuses. (Chad Wisner, an executive chef in the organization, took
home second place in a plant-based cooking competition at the International Conference on Nutrition in Medicine
last summer — his dish was a barbecue jackfruit sandwich with a tangy coleslaw.) The Good Samaritan Society offers
plant-based options and Mediterranean-style menus, in addition to nutritional guidance, as part of its commitment
to resident care.

As demand grows, offering well-balanced, flavorful plant-based meals won’t be just a nice-to-have in senior living
facilities — it’s becoming essential to meeting resident expectations and supporting long-term wellness. Providing
these options (even if they’re just in addition to standard fare) may also encourage residents to partake in meals in
the dining room — and build stronger social connections as a result.
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Nearly 90 percent of consumers say transparency is important to them across every food product category,
while 40 percent say they would switch to a new brand if it offered full product transparency, according to a
study from Label Insight.

Improve your food safety transparency with guests

While times have changed since the pandemic, safety is still a critical pillar supporting the experience you offer

guests (and their perceptions of it). Your commitment to food safety sends a clear message about the hospitality you
provide. When you find new ways to share your food safety practices openly with guests, you can build trust, boost
loyalty and even improve your competitive edge.

Consumers increasingly want to know how their food is sourced, prepared and protected. There are all kinds of ways
to offer real-time assurance —QR codes on packaging or signage can link to allergen guides, cleanliness standards, or

kitchen certifications. Even simple steps like visible handwashing stations, staff using gloves and sanitizers, or check-

lists posted near prep areas can reassure guests that you take safety seriously.

Brands like MOD Pizza encourage guests to ask about prep procedures and cleanliness. They also post videos that
show how their kitchens maintain sanitation during busy shifts. Panera launched a “No No List” of ingredients it
refuses to use and has pushed public commitments on clean eating and sourcing. Its staff are trained to address food
safety and allergen concerns directly with guests.

By proactively sharing your safety standards (and by extension, your ingredient sourcing standards), you signal care,
professionalism, and respect. Looking at your practices, are there ways you can use transparency as not simply a reg-
ulatory necessity, but also a marketing advantage?



