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Every month, our panel of experts discuss
the biggest issues in B&I.
This time we ask...
Consumer insight is so crucial

How do you
compete with the
high street?

Foodservice providers need to invest a
lot of time and effort in understanding
the market, and the high street is a key
element. Our market has moved from
having quite a traditional workplace
feeling to something much more in line
with people’s work and lifestyles.
It’s now less about breakfast and lunch –
the typical 9-5 – and more about different parts
of the day. We should be able to flex our offers
to meet customers’ needs.
It’s not only important to keep up with the
high street, but also try to get ahead. In some
cases we need to anticipate trends, and that’s
where consumer insight is so crucial.
Sodexo serves 75m consumers across
the world each day. This is a huge source
of feedback on our food and capturing that
insight is a growing area of importance for us.
We need to understand what a trend is – local
or global – and adapt it to what we provide.
Those trends are about customers’ eating
styles, living styles and disposable income.
What are they prepared to invest in or spend?

Food trends are constantly shifting and it’s
our challenge to stay ahead of the curve
Cook to order

JACQUI MEE
Director of food,
Olive Catering Services
With new express supermarkets, fast-casual
restaurants and independent sandwich shops
appearing on the high street all the time, there
are more lunchtime options now than there
ever have been… yet we ask customers to eat
at our restaurants every day.
That’s why it’s so important for workplace
caterers to make sure they are always
providing customers with the variety they
need. At Olive, we work extremely hard
to keep our food interesting, vibrant and
seasonal, and we’re constantly looking for
new and exciting ways to take our offering to
the next level.
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Years ago, midday was the point when
everybody stopped what they were doing to
head to the canteen. Modern workplaces are
much more fluid — be that simply the time
that people stop for lunch, or a grazing culture
where staff opt for quick and easy options
throughout the day.
We recognise the need to listen to each
individual client to deliver the best food we
can at the best value possible. If their focus
is on healthy food for an active staff base,
then we’ll deliver luxury porridge and readymade granola pots at breakfast and proteinpacked lunch pots; if a sit-down dining
experience is what’s required, we’ll bring the
theatre into the restaurant with fast and fierce
theatre cooking.
Play to your strengths
Whatever dishes the food innovation team
develop, it is in full knowledge of the various
restrictions that come with contract catering.
The considerations we make with regard
to how our food will be cooked and served
practically in our restaurants are all vital to

DAVID MULCAHY
Craft development director,
Sodexo UK & Ireland
meet demand and helps us provide the latest
products for customers.
Health and wellbeing is central. We
need to offer genuinely healthy options to
consumers who can be largely focused and
sedentary all day, rather than out and about.
Alternative milks, low GI foods, chia seeds
and dried foods help concentration, making
employees more productive. As a strategic
partner to our clients, this can only support
their business objectives.

To unlock the creativity of our chefs, we
send them out on ‘food safaris’

knowing what will work best for us, and allow
our pricing to remain competitive enough to
keep customers coming back day after day.
Be inspired
One of the reasons why the high street is
such a draw is that food trends are constantly
shifting, and it’s our challenge to stay ahead
of the curve. Our food innovation team is
dedicated to doing just that. By experimenting
with the latest flavours and techniques from
across the world, we are able to bring global
influences into our restaurants, creating
competitive menus that appeal to a range of
different needs.
For example, over the past year we’ve
seen the demand for street food increase
even further, with dishes inspired by the
cuisine from everywhere from South America
to South East Asia. In keeping with this trend,
we have developed our induction-based,
street food cooking concept, the Kerb.
It’s still hugely popular in our restaurants
and we will shortly be launching a range
of Vietnamese dishes that will push our
boundaries even further.

We must educate our own people about
the high street. Many of us can walk up and
down it without taking in everything relevant.
We organise food trend tours to give our chefs
and managers insight into the market and see
what’s available.
Equally importantly, we take our clients on
food trend tours too. They need to see what’s
out there, what we’re competing with and
what’s relevant for their employees, because
while many aspects of the high street can be
combined in our offers, not everything fits.
Regular innovation and product review
forums are a great way to work with suppliers
and discover how new products can enrich
your offer. Sodexo’s supply chain inclusion
programme takes this one step further
by identifying small- and medium-sized
enterprises with cutting edge, unique products
and supporting them into the marketplace.
Companies like Rubies in the Rubble and
Joe & Seph’s Popcorn are making products
that are gaining ground on the high street.
Working with these suppliers helps them

LOUISE PILKINGTON
Marketing director,
Compass Group UK & Ireland
The UK out of home food market is a
dynamic and exciting place to be right
now. Consumers are leading increasingly
busy lives, and are becoming more and
more engaged with food and beverage as
an experience, as well as a fuel. For us,
making the most of this opportunity means
providing easy, delicious meals and drinks
that fit into their working and leisure lives.
Understanding our customers is the
first, and probably most important, step
to successfully competing in this exciting
market, and in particular understanding what

their motivations are on different occasions.
For example, a customer who eats breakfast
with us at work may have very different needs
when they are at a leisure attraction at the
weekend. We use a variety of sources of
insight to really get under the skin of what
matters to them to make sure they have a
great experience and return.
To unlock the creativity of our chefs, we
send them out on ‘food safaris’, seeing the
best of what’s on the high street but also
scouting for new and innovative offers in
street food markets across the UK. We have
a huge advantage as a global business
operating in 50 countries, as not only do we
have access to insight on what’s exciting
customers across the world, but we can
also tap into a global network of chefs to
make sure our dishes and communications
are authentic.
The health and wellbeing of our customers
is important to us, and as consumers look
to eat better, we must provide healthy and
delicious options. Our in-house nutrition
and culinary teams work closely together,

setting clear nutritional guidelines for food
development. We have transformed our
food offer in the last few years, ensuring we
always have tasty, under 500 calorie options
and clear nutritional information at the point
of sale.
Of course, we also work with partners
from the high street, establishing very
successful franchise relationships with Costa,
Starbucks and M&S to name a few, allowing
us to introduce brands our customers love in
a convenient format and environment. We also
work with smaller brands on our successful
pop-up programmes, which bring exciting
variety from the high street into the workplace.
But we do have one really big advantage
over the high street, which is that in many
cases our team members have been with us
for many years, see our customers every day,
and are able to deliver a friendly and personal
service. In a world where people are busy
and time-pressured, taking the time to really
understand what our customers need from us
is the most important element in competing
with the high street.
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