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The Fast Food Infrastructure

The fast food industry began during a time of great societal need, and survived due to the strong conviction to follow protocols.  They’ve also realized how to adapt to society’s changing needs or to do enough advertising to make society believe the fast food restaurant’s services meet their needs.  The fast food industry has had a powerful history, however, their present situation has become shaky.  Recently, society has seen the affects fast food restaurants and they are not happy.  They are disappointed by their increasing waistlines, the homogenization of restaurants and the subtle imperialism fast food chains have on other countries when they expand into their land.  The fast food industry seems to have taken their business to the extremes and, as a result, have met some extreme results.

Structure: What is the basic need?


To find out how the basic need for fast food restaurants originated, we need to look at the culture and sentiment of Americans in the 1950s.  After World War II, there was a general movement toward conservatism in America.  After all the upheaval caused by the war, the twenty-somethings wanted a secure, familiar home and community to start their new families.  They were sick of the urban cities and the deteriorating school systems, rising crime rates and older, less spacious, housing.  Suburbia was the best place for this security and familiarity because it was close enough to the cities that the husband could commute to work from his secure home in the suburban utopia.  The white middle class most often embraced the perfect, familiar, safe lives of suburban culture.  Thus, these suburban communities ended up being populated by the same race and class of people who wanted the same things in life.  Everyone conformed to the same ideals and this made Americans feel safe because everyone was the same.  The unfamiliar was scary, but the familiar was secure.


Many things contributed to the development of suburbia, but the two most important were the creation of the state highway systems as well as affordable housing.  With the state highway systems, commuting between city and suburb became more convenient.  Thus, the husband could commute to work in the city with ease.  Then Bill Levitt, the owner of the family business, Levitt and Sons, found a way to quickly build affordable, dependable houses.  He bought huge tracts of land and built large communities of these homes all over the American landscape.  His first housing community consisted of 6,000 homes, thereafter, he expanded to communities of 12,000 and 17,000 homes.  The reason he could produce these homes so quickly and inexpensively was because the houses were all built the exact same way.  In fact, there were only two types of homes to choose from, the cape cod and the ranch (See layouts of these homes on next page).  Levitt believed that these uniform houses were a convenience because the people in the neighborhood would always know where to go in each other’s houses because they looked the same as their own.  Therefore, these uniform, suburban communities physically symbolized American conformity in the 1950s.


As time passed, the suburban community turned into a “city within the city.”   Restaurants, grocery stores, and other retail establishments were built in order to meet the needs of the suburban consumer needs.  Just as all the homes were uniform and familiar, these businesses were formed as a part of a chain that extended all throughout the region.  The interstate highway system also increased mobility for American families.  They could travel from city to city on weekend trips without great difficulty.  Realizing this mobility, chain restaurants and retail stores extended across large regions enabling families to also go from city to city without encountering a new and different restaurant, but rather a secure and familiar chain.  People were delighted by the familiarity these restaurants and retail stores presented because they could go from city to the city and see the same store that they did at home.  They hardly had to confront a new store that was unfamiliar to them.  


The first fast food chain was actually White Castle, formed in 1921, by a partnership between Walter Anderson, a professional cook, and Edgar Waldo "Billy" Ingram, a local real estate and insurance agent.  He made smaller burgers that only had to be cooked for a short amount of time, thus making his restaurant one that specialized in fast food.  White Castle pioneered the practice of marketing in the fast food industry by introducing the newspaper coupon. First used in St. Louis on June 3, 1932, a White Castle coupon was good for a carry-out order of five hamburgers for the cost of ten cents.  Furthermore, in 1932, White Castle began to advertise directly to housewives by taking them on tours of the restaurants in order to impress upon them the convenience of their carryout services.  They cunningly connected to the woman because they realized she is the one who fed the family.

However, the fast food chain that we are more familiar with is McDonald’s, which started in California, 1940 by brothers Maurice and Richard McDonald.  McDonald’s started as a small drive-in restaurant and was an instant success in the first year.  In an effort to make the preparation, cooking and service to their company faster, they decided to restructure the design of the store as well as the protocols of operation.  First, they cut down the menu from 25 items to 9, which mostly consisted of hamburgers.  Then, they replaced plates and silverware with paper and plastic, eliminating the need fro a dishwasher.  More importantly, the size of the burgers was cut down in order to speed up the cooking process.  Furthermore, the workers, not the customers, put the standardized condiments on the burger.  All of the steps to making the food items were in an assembly line process, making it even faster.  A few years later, Ray Kroc came around and offered to run a franchising for McDonald’s, turning it into a familiar chain for all Americans to experience.  Later on, the McDonald’s brothers eventually sold the business and got out. In 1955, there were 7 McDonald’s stores.  In 1956, 12 more were added.  In 1957, there were 40 and by 1958 there were 79.  By 1959, 145; by 1960, 228; by 1970, 1500; and by 1980, 6200.  Currently, McDonald’s is in 121 countries with 13,000 stores in America and 17,000 overseas.

I believe the conservative culture of the 1950s encouraged the growth of fast food chains because they wanted something familiar to turn to at all times.  The unfamiliar made them feel insecure and unsafe.  Furthermore, the fast food restaurant was able to produce food quickly and inexpensively, which worked their budgets.  Wives in suburban families were expected to cook all of the meals, which kept expenses low because they were not always dining out.  However, the fast food restaurant was a valuable alternative because the meals were so inexpensive.  While the diner was there to meet the restaurant needs of Americans, they could not do it as quickly and inexpensively as the fast food chains.  This inevitably led to the diner’s defeat.  Thus, the fast food chains became a huge success due to Americans’ need for familiar, inexpensive food.

Infrastructure: What is the basic technology?

There are many different types of technologies that enabled fast food chains to evolve into what they are today.  With increased industrialization in the beginning of the late nineteenth century, food began to be mass produced, mass marketed and standardized.  Factories were able to process, preserve, can and package a wide variety of foods.  By the 1920s, freezing was made possible.  All of these developments became a great necessity to the fast food industry.  The other important technology in fast food restaurants is automation and not only automation of machines, but workers as well.  For machines, it meant that they had to be a self-activating operation or control of a process, equipment or system.  Thus, there are automatic potato peelers, automatic coffee and ice tea makers, microwaves and more.  The workers also have to be automated by applying Adam Smith’s vision of the assembly line process.  One person is in charge of cooking the burger, one or two in charge of condiments, one in charge of fries and so on.  As time went by, restaurants were also able to purchase more prepackaged items, like pre-sliced chesses and pre-cut French fries.  All of these prepackaged items cut down preparation time and limits costs.  Finally, the prevalence of paper and plastic products allows fast food chains to operate without a dishwasher and with less clean up.  Now, restaurants are offering a more complex menu, which definitely slows down the process of preparing the food.  However, as different technologies are incorporated in order to speed up some processes, they are able to increase the variety of their menu items.  
Service: Matching the needs to technologies

I think it is a constant battle for the restaurant to divide itself evenly between being fast, providing a variety of menu choices and also forming distinctions between itself and other competing fast food chains.  Every restaurant has to have an angle on the market or else they will inevitably fail.  By looking at the prevalent fast food chains today, we can see the many angles that they have taken.  However, they all have the same thing in common, which is to prepare familiar food quickly and inexpensively. 

· McDonald’s always tries to be the cheapest and we can definitely see this today with their extended dollar menu.  McDonald’s has the advantage also because it is truly apart of the American 1950s culture.  Most people associate McDonald’s as the restaurant that was an example for all other American restaurants and other retail businesses today.  
· Burger King (began in 1954) specializes in the diner-like, made-to-order burger and markets their burgers with the slogan, “Have it your way.”  While the Burgers may be a little more expensive than McDonald’s, some people like knowing that their Burger is prepared to their liking.
· While Wendy’s (began in 1969) main menu item is the burger, they also have an extended menu of healthier items.  Customers can choose from four healthy salads today (loaded with high-fat dressings, ironically), chili or specialized baked potatoes.  Wendy’s has managed to maintain quick efficient service despite its extended menu because most of their foods can be prepared beforehand and kept hot for the rest of the day.  Baked Potatoes can stay warming in an oven, Chili can be kept warm under boiling water and salads can be pre-made and packaged before they are even ordered.
· Soon restaurants started to present completely different menus from the regular hamburgers and French fries produced by McDonald’s, Burger King, and Wendy’s.  In fact, Taco Bell started out as a hamburger and hotdog stand in the 1950s, but then changed its concept to tacos in order to attract more customers.  The originator, Glen Bell, noticed that it took a long time to get carryout from the normal Mexican restaurants, so he developed a way to make speedy tacos through assembly line fashion and started selling tacos by the dozens for extremely low prices.  The first Taco Bell stand went up in 1955 as “Taco Tia,” but then expanded and franchised into large chain restaurants under the name, Taco Bell.  Taco Bell has a unique angle on the market because it is one of the only fast food Mexican restaurants.  
· In 1939, Colonel Harland Sanders gave the world a taste of his most famous creation, Original Recipe Kentucky Fried Chicken, and added on a few other southern dishes like coleslaw and biscuits.  They appeal to consumers through the angle of southern, home cooked fried chicken.  In addition, Kentucky Fried Chicken can compete with other fast food restaurants because they can prepare the foods early in the day and then let them sit under heat lamps until a customer comes to buy them.  
· Boston Chicken (began in 1985) has also taken a different approach to the fast food business by promoting its higher quality products of roasted chicken or turkey, mashed potatoes, spiced apples and other side dishes.  These foods appear to be of higher quality because they feature home-style entrées, which are completely different than the hamburgers and French fries offered at most other fast food restaurants.  Furthermore, Boston Chicken differentiates itself from the southern home-cooked meals at Kentucky Fried Chicken because their menu items appear healthier since the meats are roasted rather than fried.  Like Kentucky Fried Chicken, Boston Chicken also has the ability maintain fast service by keeping precooked foods under heat lamps until their purchase.  On side note, McDonald’s bought Boston Chicken in the 1990s.
· Some fast food restaurants got even healthier by serving wholesome, meat-filled submarine sandwiches.  Subway is one of the most widely known of these sandwich fast food restaurants.  It started in 1965 with the partnership of Fred Deluca and Dr. Peter Buck.  Now there are 18,207 restaurants across 72 countries.  That’s surprisingly close to McDonald’s numbers.  While Subway does not serve the normal greasy, fried food that we usually associate with fast food restaurants, it does practice the assembly line process of making their sandwiches.  Thus, they are still in the business in fast food industry no matter how many less calories they sell.
While there are many other fast food restaurants, these are the restaurants that resonate in our minds because they have the largest exposure through their extended chains across the country.  These are the restaurants that pop up in every suburban town and across all interstate highway rest stops.  

Protocols: How are the infrastructures implemented for mass distribution?

The whole point to a fast food chain to provide a reliable product that never changes from city to city.  The only way to achieve this sameness is to operate with an extended set of protocols that are followed by the employees.  Therefore, there are extended manuals and directions on how to prepare food.  For instance, to make a burger, the employee knows that he or she must cook it on the grill for 2 minutes on one side and two minutes on the other.  Then, they are assembled with the standardized hamburger toppings such as cheese, lettuce, tomato, onion, pickles, ketchup and mustard.  Finally, it is passed to another employee to be wrapped in foil and labeled.  The food is usually prepared in assembly line fashion in order to speed up that process.  Other protocols could include, the processes of making French fries, chicken nuggets, tacos, coffee, and ice tea.  

Additionally, there are protocols for ordering menu items.  These protocols have become more complicated with the onset of computer technologies being incorporated into the fast food restaurant.  The employees must know how to use the computer systems so that they can order menu items correctly and also charge customers correctly.

Then, there are management protocols, where in the manager of each restaurant must follow a set of rules developed by the corporate office.  Not only do the managers have to make sure that all of the employees are following set protocols, but they also have to create an effective work climate so that the employees feel comfortable.  Thus, there are sexual harassment rules as well so that everyone feel comfortable working together and do not get offended.  Finally, the manager has to keep track of the costs, inventory and profit of the restaurant.  They are held responsible by the corporate office to make sure that their restaurant follows protocols to produce a profit.

There are also procedures for cleanliness.  All foodservice establishments are required to follow food safety guidelines set by state and local health departments.  The FDA provides many strict rules for restaurants to follow, including:

· Food in retail stores, such as grocery stores or restaurants must follow many protocols, here are a few to summarize:


-Condition: safe, unadulterated and honestly presented


-Sources: Food shall be obtained from sources that comply with law


-Temperatures:  Potentially hazardous foods must be kept at their correct temperatures to prevent possible bacteria growth and inevitable sickness to the consumer

-Additives: Food may not contain unapproved food additives or additives that exceed amounts specified

· Workers must constantly wash their hands to ensure cleanly preparation of food.  "A 20-second scrub for hands and exposed parts of the arms with soap, then a rinse with clear water," says Arthur Banks, FDA's retail food protection branch chief. "And if a worker has used the toilet, that worker must use a nail brush with soap to clean fingertips and under fingernails. Then the scrub with soap alone is repeated for another 20 seconds. That's much more time than most people spend washing their hands," Banks says.  Furthermore, the FDA says that bar soaps are acceptable for hand washing.

· Recently, the FDA has required fast food restaurants to provide food nutrition information about their products.  While small restaurants are still not required to do this, fast food chains must act in accordance with this health protocols.  This is mainly a result of the obesity that has resulted from the high-fat food served at fast food restaurants.  


As anyone can see there are many protocols to follow in a fast food restaurant.  The restaurant owners achieve the greatest efficiency and profit by implementing these protocols.  Other protocols are forced upon these fast food restaurants by the federal government in order to ensure the safety of the customer.  For the most part, Americans trust the restaurant and do not fear that these businesses are not acting in accordance with the law.  However, Eric Scholosser, author of Fast Food Nation, found that restaurants might be operating in compliance to the government protocols, but the meat processors are not in compliance with these standards.  He offers a very graphic look inside a modern slaughterhouse and explores how our food often becomes contaminated with potentially deadly bacteria simply because of the way in which it is handled in the factory.  While the restaurants may be following the standards, it makes little difference to properly handle meat that is already contaminated. 

Implications: How is the world changed?

Obviously fast food chains have had a great affect on America and the rest of the world.  Among those affects, I would like to highlight three.  First, fast food chains made it extremely difficult for small restaurants with more individualistic and unique menus to survive.  Secondly, fast food chains are partly responsible for the obesity problem in America.  Finally, Schlosser makes the probable point that the fast food chains that have expanded abroad (McDonald’s and Subway) are responsible for American cultural imperialism.  

One of the biggest problems I have with fast food chains is that they do not allow communities to individualize themselves.  I crave the small, self-owned restaurants that struggles with their unique menus, hidden locations and personable services.  I almost do not want them to get too successful because I fear they might also get the notion to expand just like the fast food chains.  If they expanded like the fast food chains they would become buildings with employees that followed a regimented list of protocols with which they have no personal connection.  On the other hand, the people in the community usually staff these small restaurants so they have a greater attachment to the restaurant.  In addition, the owner probably works in his or her restaurant so he has more control over the restaurant culture and philosophy.  When the owner works in the restaurant he embodies the mission statement and does not need to type up mission statements and force employees across the world to memorize them.  

Since the 1950s, Americans have clearly moved away from the conformist attitude, yet we still submit ourselves to these homogenized restaurants.  It has gotten worse since the casual dining restaurants have followed in suit with the expanding fast food chains.  Whenever you go to any suburban town you are sure to find the same restaurants, such as a chili’s, Fridays, Olive Garden, Taco Bell, McDonald’s, Burger King and Wendy’s.  Every suburban town you go to looks the same.  It is only when you go to the cities that you find some amount of individuality, but the restaurant chains have even infiltrated the cities as well.  In my mind, I think these fast food restaurants are doing these communities a great disservice by not allowing them to develop their own towns and find their own personality.

Unfortunately, these fast food chains are driving communities to find their food personalities in great excess.  Lately, many Americans have been fearfully looking down at their scales and then glaring at the fast food chains in disgust.  They believe the fast food restaurants’ high calorie/fat foods caused their obesity.  Caesar Barber, 56, a 5-foot-10 maintenance worker who weighs about 270 pounds claims McDonald’s, Burger King and KFC jeopardized his health with their greasy, salty foods.  He filed a class action lawsuit against these chains in July 2002 with the New York State Supreme Court.  “They never explained to me what I was eating,” Barber said on ABC’s Good Morning America because he thinks the fast food restaurants did not properly disclose the ingredients of their food and the risks of eating too much.  

While most people see Barber’s actions as completely ridiculous because it literally ignores a person’s ability to choose what they eat, they also cannot help but wonder if this obesity problem would exist if the fast food chains did not expand into such a monstrous industry.  Americans may be able to ignore the actual fast food restaurant, but it is extremely difficult to ignore approximately 2,700 marketing messages that bombard them daily.  This obscene amount of advertising must have some amount of a brainwashing affect on society. Society starts to come around, thinking that the advertisements should at least share some of the blame for their problems of obesity.  Accordingly, the U.S. surgeon general reported last December that obesity kills an estimated 300,000 Americans each year and costs $117 billion in health-related costs.  When the facts are that disturbing, you know people are looking for someone to blame.  

The fact is, that neither one person nor an industry can take on complete blame because the situation is too complex.  Everyone is partially to blame and rather than pointing fingers, like Barber, we should be trying to solve the problem.  Americans seriously need to rethink their diets and portion sizes, but this is something that needs to also be taught at an early age and it’s probably not being taught to the children whose parent’s grew up in the 1950s.  As Americans become increasingly aware of their problems everything will start to change.  Already, we can see that change is taking place since the healthy Subway has become an extremely strong competitor with McDonald’s.  Furthermore, McDonald’s profits are suffering tremendously and they’ve been forced to close a great amount of stores and are even teetering on bankruptcy.  Their recent decline is most likely a combination of the American movement toward a healthier diet and an over saturation in the market.  

Finally, these fast food chains have not only affected the United States, but they have also taken on a global agenda by expanding into hundreds of other countries.  Schlosser believes that fast food chains “propelled the juggernaut of American cultural imperialism abroad.”  He traveled to England and Germany to find that these countries are quickly becoming food nations as well.  In a sense, we are passing on our error-ridden eating habits to other countries in a subtle form of imperialism.  The American fast food chains have such a great esteem for their industry that the feel the responsibility to make sure other countries experience their restaurants and food concepts.  It is alarming to realize that we are still participating in some forms of imperialism today, but it is even worse when you realize that our manner of imperialism is having a negative affect on other countries.  The fast food chains that pop up in other countries take the place of a small restaurant or retail store that would have brought more personality to the city and also installs America’s poor eating habits into their culture.  

If anything, the American fast food chains should remain part of the American culture.  Other countries should want to come to America in order to try out our different cultural foods.  By expanding into other countries, we lose part of the unique mystery that draws people to America because that uniqueness is placed at their doorstep.  Our uniqueness is trampled by other countries everyday and, inevitably, becomes all too familiar to them.  Furthermore, tourists would only try unhealthy American fast food when they come to visit, rather than being constantly exposed to our unhealthy eating habits when the restaurant is installed in their city.  I can’t say that I object to any foreign goods entering our country or our good entering other countries, but I think the fast food chains may have taken things to the extreme.

Extreme is the word that encapsulates this whole fast food phenomenon.  Everything must be extreme in order to reach the goal of an extreme profit.  Employees must work at extremely quick rates in order to ensure that the consumer gets his or her burger extremely fast.  The fast food company must open as many restaurants as possible to increase profits.  These chains will launch an obscene amount of advertising so that consumers might be brainwashed with their messages.  Finally, some Americans consume an extreme amount of fast food and end up constantly buying larger sized clothes and looking for someone to blame for their poor eating habits.  Perhaps, the times are changing and extensive advertising will no longer fool Americans.  Soon, the fast food industry may have to deal with a society that no longer needs a structure that provides homogenized restaurants with uniformed, greasy, high calorie foods.  
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