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Last year’s carbohydrate craze is finally fizzling out. But what did the movement teach the industry? And where do we go from here? 
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What do you do when a new breed of dieters swears off your signature product? The choices are simple: Close up shop or adapt to the changing nutritional landscape.

It was hardly a choice for Burlington, Vermont-based Bruegger’s Enterprises. Even though the bakery chain had spent 20 years building its business on freshly boiled and baked bagels; even though the strategy saw the chain grow to 250 units in 18 states; and even though Bruegger’s cashed in on the last major diet wave that saw consumers seek low-fat dining alternatives, there was still no escaping the reality of low-carb mania. 

“Consumer’s tastes are evolving and what is popular changes over time,” says Bruegger’s chief executive James Greco. “But we didn’t adopt a low-carb version of our bagels because we had concerns that the trend wouldn’t last long, and we weren’t willing to sacrifice the taste expectations of our customers with flour substitutes that would make our bagel lower in carbs.”

Of course, Bruegger’s didn’t ignore the challenge, either. It couldn’t afford to. Bagel sales were dipping. The chain instead responded with a line of salads in November 2003 and low-carb wraps in March 2004. So while bagel sales are still down, total sales at the morphing bakery chain were up nearly 3 percent systemwide in 2004. 

Like Bruegger’s, almost all quick-serve chains responded to the low-carb craze in some way, shape, or form. Some chains sunk big bucks into the research and development of lower-carb breads and wraps, others saw profit in simply subtracting the bread from the dining equation altogether, still others added naturally low-carb products to the menuboards to satisfy the demand. 

Regardless of the response, there is no denying that low-carb mania has affected the quick-serve industry unlike any other diet trend since the days of fat-free fanaticism. A quick scan of the menus at sandwich shops, burger joints, chicken chains, and others in the quick-serve market clearly illustrates the point.

Now that the carb craze is dying down, can the industry look back and learn any valuable lessons that will benefit it during the next diet fad? Will the demands of those who linger in the low-fat and low-carb camps seek more changes on the menuboards in 2005? What is the next big nutritional trend and how should quick-serves prepare to respond? Looking back at last year’s moves and studying emerging market movements offer valuable clues for the year ahead. 

Like Bruegger’s, New World’s Einstein/ Noah’s Bagels lost ground to the low carb trend in 2003. The chain learned its lesson and responded in 2004 with a new lower-carb, lower-fat breakfast and lunch menu. “Everything at Einstein Bros. and Noah’s today is about meeting our customers’ lifestyle choices,” says Joanne Sheean, New World’s senior vice president of marketing. “We are constantly developing new menu items and flavor profiles to be relevant and remain a favorite dining choice. If they choose a low-carb approach to eating, or seek lower fat foods, we are providing menu choices to meet their preference.”

Other than bakeries, which perhaps had the most to lose in the fad, sandwich chains have embraced the low-carb trend more than any other quick-serve segment. Chains like Subway and Blimpie have long touted themselves as nutritional options to burgers and fries and amped that trumpet up a few notches in effort to cash in on consumer carb-consciousness. Subway, in fact, went straight to the top of the low-carb food chain by adopting its Atkins-friendly line of wraps and salads.

The best diet is a balanced diet that includes a variety of healthy foods,” says Subway’s staff dietician Lanette Kovachi. “Subway recognizes there are many approaches to weight loss and has always tried to offer dieters a menu with the choices they are looking for. We have many customers who are following the Atkins Nutritional Approach, and this [line] will provide them with the choices they are asking for.” 

Blimpie not only introduced lower-carb menu items, the sub and salad maker even introduced a carb-counter menu to help customers determine the net effective carbs in their daily meals. Meanwhile, Arby’s introduced a Chicken Club wrap to its Market Fresh menu. The number 11 sandwich maker also adopted a line of salads in response to low-carb mania. 

The top three fast-food operators even bowed to the low-carb trend with new menu items ranging from salads to wraps and bunless versions of their classic fare. While Burger King debunned its Whopper and served it in a bowl, Wendy’s tested low-carb protein-heavy platter meals that featured salads, rather than fries, and diet soda. McDonald’s took baby steps toward carb-reduced entrees, too. Chick-fil-A chose to go the whole-grain route with its introduction of new whole-wheat buns. 

“We spent nearly two years perfecting our Chargrilled Chicken Sandwich, and in the process, we developed a sweet-tasting, proprietary Golden Wheat bun recipe and a special​ized toasting technique to create an entirely new sandwich that is even healthier than our previous chargrilled product,” says Woody Faulk, Chick-fil-A’s vice president of brand development. 

“We need to see beyond the immediate hype and realize that consumers know they have to reduce the amount of sugar in their diet.”

Popeyes Chicken began testing no-carb (yes, no-carb) items in 300 of its stores last year with “naked” items like Popeyes Naked Chick​en and Popeyes Naked Chicken Strips. The bone-in chicken is marinated, seasoned, and then fried to a crisp golden brown—all without batter and breading. Low-carb dieters will still have to skip the buttermilk biscuits, though. 

But even with its high carb-counts, coffee lovers refused to skip their latte, though many shifted to low-fat milk and sugar substitutes. As a result, coffee companies like Caribou Coffee were able to surf over the low-carb wave and continued to see sales gains. 

Few quick-serve segments were better positioned to exploit the low-carb trend than Mexican restaurants like Taco Bell, Del Taco, and Baja Fresh Mexican Grill. Overall, the Mexican category is experiencing some of the largest sales gains in the industry, thanks, in part, to tortillas and consumer perceptions about their healthfulness. A study commissioned by the Tortilla Industry Association (tia) reports that tortillas and related products are posting widespread, dynamic growth in practically every food business segment. The tortilla’s low-carb credentials might have something to do with that. Both flour tortillas and corn tortillas are lower in fat and lower in carbs than white bread. Further supporting the notion of tortillas as a healthier food is the fact that flour tortillas contain iron and B vitamins with 115 calories per serving while corn tortillas are low in sodium and contain calcium, potassium, and fiber with about 60 calories per serving. 

“Tortillas and wraps are convenient and can be quickly filled with healthful foods,” says Mary Kay O’Conner, director of education for the International Dairy-Deli-Bakery Association. “Convenience is everything today. So is the emphasis on nutrition. Tortillas and wraps are becoming so mainstream today that I don’t think most people would even consider them an ethnic food any more.”

Indeed, 62 percent of both commercial and non-commercial businesses reported using prepared tortilla products in their operations, according to the TIA study. Wraps and soft tacos are the most popular ways to use flour tortillas, while enchiladas are the most popular use of corn tortillas. Meanwhile, low-carb tortilla wraps, flavored wraps, and sandwich wraps topped the list of new tortilla products recently adapted by foodservice operators.

Seventy-eight percent of fine-dining restaurants and 74 percent of casual/family dining restaurants reported that they include tortillas in their menus, according to the same TIA study. Non-commercial operations reported tortilla usage at 67 percent, with colleges and universities reporting 83 percent and schools at 76 percent.

Could tortillas be the best thing since sliced bread? Aspex Research reported that the tortilla industry weighed in at about $6 billion in 2004. Now, tortillas are diversifying. Tomato, spinach, and jalapeno tortillas are becoming some of the highest-selling varieties, according to TIA.

Yet another factor could see tortilla sales climb even higher: changing demographics. The U.S. Latino population grew to 37 million in July 2001, according to the Census Bureau, and now comprises nearly 13 percent of U.S. residents. This makes Hispanics the nation’s largest minority and makes the U.S. the fifth largest Spanish-speaking country. 

“We’re sure to see rising consumption in these products for many years to come,” O’Conner says. “In selected markets, heavily popu​lated by Hispanic shoppers, supermarkets offer open-production tortillarias that mass produce over 10,000 tortillas daily and sell them in 25-, 50-, and 100-count packages.” 

Many are predicting low-carb’s swan song will be sung in 2005. 

A recent study by NPD Group revealed that the number of people living the low-carb lifestyle has dipped dramatically since January 2004. According to the NPD Group, low-carb dieting peaked in January 2004 when 9.1 percent of people said they were on the diet. However, by November, only 3.6 percent said they followed the plan.

But don’t take NPD’s word for it. An Opinion Dynamics Corp. poll shows that about 12 percent of people from December 2003 through August said they were following a low-carb diet program. By October 2004, that number dropped to 8 percent. Still, experts at both research companies say they aren’t ruling out the possibility of a low-carb comeback this year. 

Consider this: Despite dire predications for the low-carb lifestyle’s longevity, in 2005 McDonald’s reportedly plans to offer low-carb versions of its sandwiches and introduce a salad designed to attract customers who prefer healthier options. The burger giant also plans to test chicken flatbread and deli sandwiches in 2005, according to company executives. 

No one, however, is predicting that the market for tortillas will do anything except grow in the upcoming years. “New product introductions often start at foodservice, and I certainly think this is the case with many quick-serves offering menu items featuring tortillas and wraps,” O’Conner says, noting that pitas and flatbreads are also gaining popularity. 

In the end, the lesson learned from the low-carb craze is this: Give the customers what they want, but focus on balanced nutrition. After all, diet fads come and go but healthy dining is here to stay.

“While it is clear that the number of low-carb dieters is down, this is a normal seasonal issue combined with the hangover effect of all the awareness and hype in 2004,” says Gus Valen, chief executive officer of the Cincinnati-based Valen Group, a strategy-consulting firm that focuses on food and beverage. His firm recently completed a sustainability study on outlook for the low-carb marketplace in the U.S. 

“I see low-carb or some form of limited enriched flours and sugar as a long-term alternative. We need to see beyond the immediate hype and realize that consumers know they have to reduce the amount of sugar in their diet. It is not going to happen for mainstream America in desserts or weekend dining, but in everyday lunchtime habits, saving those ‘bad’ calories for the weekend indulge.”
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