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Abstract

A modernized aspect of the food away from home (FAFH) culture are food trucks, as they allow

consumers to make more educated decisions about their food consumption, while basing their

business practices around co-creation. Thirteen qualitative interviews were conducted using semi

structured questioning to investigate how food truck operators brand themselves and refine their

menus. Using open, line-by-line coding in order to identify key phrases of text, coded

information was analyzed to determine overarching themes. Following interview analysis, it was

concluded that food truck operators developed a unique identity for their trucks to stand out

amongst competitors and attract customers. These identities were primarily based on life

experiences and personal cultural perspectives. Upon implementation of their identity, external

(from consumers) and internal (from truck operators) feedback influenced menu adjustments in a

physiology-like feedback loop model. Consumer’s specific menu needs, ingredients, nutrition,

preparation, and ethnicities in the food all had an influence on menu specifications. Applicable to

both food trucks and restaurants at large, co-creation, or working directly with the consumers to

better reflect their desires, allows consumers to make more educated decisions about their meal

purchases. Thus food trucks may just be the bridge between healthier meals and FAFH.

Keywords: Food Trucks, Food Away From Home, Food Environment, Menu Creation, Menu

Feedback, Co-Creation, Food Retail, Nutrition, Brand Image, Consumer Behavior
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1. Introduction

Food away from home (FAFH) has been a contributor to US culture for over 50 years (1) and

accounts for $1.77 trillion in revenue annually (2). On average, households in the United States

allocate 44% of their total food spending for FAFH, and this amount continues to rise over the

years (3). With almost half of an individual’s average food consumption money being spent on

fast food, there is an increase in their caloric intake (4). Approximately one third of an

individual’s daily caloric intake comes from FAFH (5). Processed meals purchased by

individuals on the go are generally higher in saturated fat (6), added sugar (7), and sodium (8),

leading to adverse health conditions (9). Therefore, the prepared food industry plays an

important role in public health (10).

Obesity has rapidly increased in the United States since the 1990s as a very prominent health

condition, especially in children and young adults (11). Daily increased caloric intake from

processed meals predisposes individuals to having a greater probability of becoming obese (12).

To attempt to combat this public health problem, the US enacted a law in 2018 stating that chain

restaurants must post calorie content on their menus (13). This was enacted with the hopes that

individuals could make more health-conscious decisions about their meals when consuming

FAFH (13). However, it was found that nutrition labels and calorie counts may not be helpful for

all consumers as not everyone has basic nutritional knowledge (14).

In an effort to bring greater customer knowledge to the FAFH experience, many prepared food

industry companies use co-creation when developing their menus (15). Co-creation between
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companies and consumers allows for a better restaurant experience because consumers can make

more educated decisions about their meal purchases (15). Company and customer co-creation,

however, requires a personal interaction in order to form a connection (16). This may be

challenging for large chain FAFH companies to achieve, thus allowing smaller companies to gain

an advantage over their competitors and stand out (16).

Food trucks are therefore these smaller companies able to thrive using co-creation to influence

their menu as a redefined model of the food service industry (15). Yet there have been no studies

examining food trucks using co-creation, albeit they may be ideal partners for this type of

relationship with their consumers. Like many businesses, they are able to stand out amongst their

competitors by finding a unique type of cuisine to include on their menu, as branding their

business is important to culture and quality of food (16). However, no study has qualitatively

examined how food trucks go about creating their menu using co-creation tactics. The factors

that currently influence companies to create their menus may be able to work with the customer

co-creation model. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to explore how food trucks develop

and refine their menus based on their established brand and identity. 

2. Methods and Materials 

This study was part of a three phase, mixed-method research project: (1) survey food truck

operators to quantitatively assess their attitudes and behaviors regarding food preparation,

including the use of nutritionally-oriented practices (17), (2) an environmental assessment and

menu analysis of food trucks in the geographical area, (3) a set of semi-structured interviews
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among 13 food truck operators about food truck operations, menu creation, and perspectives on

the food truck industry. This paper focuses on qualitative interview data from the third phase of

the study.

Purposive sampling was utilized in order to maximize variation in cuisine types and locations.

Food trucks were identified through online searches, local events, and word of mouth. During

this interview phase, truck operators who completed the previous survey were contacted using a

phone script. Those without phone numbers included on the survey were emailed to the address

on their website or social media page. If the message was not reciprocated within a week, a

follow up call or email was made. Further, if no communication took place within that week,

another call or email was made. After three contacts, this food truck was considered non

recruitable. The food truck operators, who agreed to participate, were put in touch with research

personnel to determine an agreeable time to interview.

At the beginning of the semi structured interviews, the research personnel and truck operator

introduced themselves to each other, and the interviewer explained the purpose of the study.

Next, the participant was asked to review and sign a consent form agreeing to having their

interview recorded, but the information remained confidential. The estimated time of each

interview was one to two hours. The following interview questions were focused on for coding

and data analysis:

How would you characterize the cuisine of your food truck? What types of menu items do you

have?
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How do you develop your menus? What factors play a role in the development?

Why do you think customers buy food from your food truck? What makes your truck distinct?

To what extent does nutrition and health influence the foods you sell?

What is your perception about the role healthfulness plays in consumer decision to buy a food?

What kind of nutrition information is available for your customers? What influences your

decision to have/not have this available?

Following the completion of the interviews, all recordings were transcribed and uploaded to

NVivo software (version 12.5.0, QSR International, Doncaster, Australia) for analysis. The data

were evaluated for common phrases and topics between interviews. The research personnel used

open, line-by-line coding in order to identify key phrases of text. Thus, pieces of text may have

been assigned to multiple codes, coming to agreement on codes for similar concepts. Once all of

the coding was complete, the coded information was analyzed to determine overarching ideas

and themes. When writing the results of the study, food truck initials were used instead of full

food truck names to protect confidentiality. The identifiers throughout the results follow the

pattern: (first letters of company name, cuisine).

The study was approved by the Oakland University Institutional Review Board prior to initiation

of any research activities.

3. Results
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Interview participants provided insight into how food truck operators brand themselves to attract

customers and how they develop and refine their menus along the way. The study found that

menu creation was based originally on the truck operator’s idea of a unique identity.

Characteristics of the food truck cuisines and their owner-operators are included in Figure 1.

When asked about what specifically influenced the type of food they were serving, or their

identity, some truck operators talked about prior restaurant experience. Most of the respondents

had been working in the food industry for many years. Some of which took their menu from their

brick-and-mortar restaurant and used it for the truck. 

"I actually started with a restaurant in Canton. My menu in my restaurant was very

suitable for a food truck. I wanted to start a restaurant in any campus town, for that matter,

because it was very typically geared to people on the go. Of course …. on the go was my tag

line. Fresh and … was on the go. " (BW, Indian)

Additionally, some truck operators commented that their identity and menu was developed based

on their life experiences. Others stated that their identity was influenced by their heritage.

"I knew what kind of food I wanted to do because obviously being from Trinidad,

Caribbean food made sense, and no one was doing that, not even in a restaurant environment on

a nice scale.” (NG, Caribbean)
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Upon implementation of the original menu identity, internal and external feedback influenced

menu adjustments, similarly to a physiological feedback loop. External feedback, or modification

based on consumer’s preferences and needs, was more prevalent in affecting menu adjustments.

From there, ingredient modifications were implemented in order to meet said needs.

Additionally, varying ingredients affected the level of nutrition in the menu. Less prevalent in

affecting menu adjustments was internal feedback, or modification based on operator and

employee experience in the field. Difficult preparation of menu items sometimes drove changes

in the products. In trucks that focused on ethnic cuisine, the owner’s desired level of authenticity

was sometimes modified after implementation of the menu. (Figure 2)

3.1. External Feedback: Consumer’s Needs

The consumer’s needs were primary driving factors in menu adjustments. Many truck operators

said that based on the clientele and geographic location they were serving, menu changes may

occur to increase business. Prior to an event, multiple truck operators stated that they would

modify their menus to reflect the population they would be selling to. Other truck operators

would alter their menus at their next event based on previous experience in that location.

"Well, I try to get as much information as possible.  […] Who are the majority of the

customers?  What type of food would they like?  Do they want more of a meal type?  Do they

want more of a sandwich type?  Do they want more of an appetizer where they just, like, finger

food type?” (LB, smokehouse)
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For public events, such as food truck rallies or festivals, many truck operators stated that they

would have a larger menu but based on following their metrics of what they were selling, would

stock up on extra ingredients for items they knew tended to sell better. On the contrary, private

events boasted a limited menu. 

"But I’ll make the menu smaller.  Hot dogs and brats, just keep it real simple instead of

hot dogs, polish, Italian, chicken sausage, all that stuff.  I’ll make it really streamline.” (F, hot

dogs)

By adjusting the menu in order to better serve the customers, specific diet considerations were

added to many menus. While most trucks had limited vegetarian options, many operators added

that they would like to expand this part of their menu, though many menu items can be

customized already.

"So, we did that, and we can do a Reuben with corned beef or turkey or a veggie meat

and hit everybody but either way it’s a great sandwich and so that was something that I want to

try more often.” (ND, Indian)

Many of the food truck menus also included gluten free options. Some operators mentioned that

they will often use separate cooking utensils and a distinct prepping surface when preparing

these menu items.
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"But we do have a gluten free mix […] we have to set up a separate machine for that."

(DMD, donuts)

A few of the truck operators also included that they started including gluten free options

unintentionally, stating “The gluten free happened by accident." (SS, vegan and gluten free).

Some of the food truck menus included dairy free options as well. There were limited dairy free

options, but modifications can be made. It was also mentioned that these options may be added

or removed, based on selling location. 

"People are so thankful for the shakes, because there’s a lot of people, especially African

Americans, who are lactose intolerant, and they haven’t had a shake in years.  And so, they come

back and they’re like, “That’s the best shake I’ve ever had!”" (SS, vegan and gluten free)

Allergens were also considered when creating food truck menus in order to better suit customers.

Many truck operators added that they display a common allergen sign on their truck to inform

customers of possible allergens that could be in their products, stating: "she made me make a

sign that said, eggs, wheat, soy, everything possible that someone could be allergic to and put it

up." (DMD, donuts). Additionally, truck employees are prepared to openly discuss allergen

information with the customers in order to keep them safe and informed. 

3.2. External Feedback: Ingredients
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The addition of new diet considerations to a food truck’s menu causes ingredients to be modified

in order to create those new menu items. Additionally, customer feedback on ingredients in

general caused truck operators to rethink the products they were serving. Most food truck

operators claimed that they strive to use mostly whole and fresh ingredients. By using fresh

ingredients, they said that the quality of the ingredients increased, thus increasing the quality of

their menu. Additionally, many menu items across multiple food trucks were made fresh daily. 

"People need fresh warm hot food, and comparatively I think food trucks do give fresher

food you know.  My food was completely prepared fresh every day." (BW, Indian)

Locally sourced ingredients were another factor that many truck operators took into

consideration when developing their menus. Most of the food truck operators said that they try to

source most of their ingredients from within the state of Michigan, instead of sourcing out to

other states and having ingredients shipped in. 

    

"Our coffee is locally roasted in Linden, Michigan, and then we found an organic farmer

in Lake Orion." (SSC, organic & natural)

Multiple truck operators also said that they source a lot of their ingredients from local farmer’s

markets, adding "Fresh tomatoes, so it was more about how natural it can be, how local can you

get, you know" (CC, Italian).



12

The need for a simple menu also affected the ingredients that truck operators used. Multiple food

truck operators claimed that it can be challenging to maintain a fancy or large menu.  For private

events, they will use a smaller menu with less ingredients in order to give customers less options

to make production quicker. 

"We’ll do three ingredients, we’ll do three/four ingredients in a dish and that’s it." (CC,

Italian)

3.3. External Feedback: Nutrition

Using different ingredients for the menu items then caused nutritional differences, according to

the food truck operators. Some of the trucks took the previous external feedback and made

changes to their menu’s nutritional quality. Many truck operators added that having a nutritional

menu, or at least nutritional options on that menu, attracted customers to the truck. By not

including processed foods, they viewed their menu as being nutritious, and that was a standard

they intended to uphold. 

"If it’s fresh vegetables or cooked vegetables, there’s always vegetables. We know the

importance of produce for your health and it’s something that I felt like it’s getting more popular

over the years and getting more awareness." (PP, wraps)

Additionally, a few truck operators noted that the ingredients they included in their ethnic cuisine

made them nutritious, stating: "Mind you Indian cooking, I mean Indian cuisine is the best food
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actually because we make everything fresh, no preservatives at all even when I was in the

restaurant or my food truck." (BW, Indian)

On the other hand, there were some food trucks that did not make nutritional changes to their

menu, viewing their menu items as treats, noting “I know it is not the healthiest choice, but I do

know that we’re just a treat.” (DMD, donuts)

3.4. Internal Feedback: Ethnicities in Food

Of the food trucks that chose to implement an ethnic cuisine as their identity, some of them chose

to create menu items in a traditional way. That is, they created the meals as though they would be

created in their native country, to spread their culture authentically in America. 

"And it allows me to then cater to what I think people really want, but what I think

represents Caribbean food, at least from Trinidad. So, I’m really trying to keep the

representation, if you will." (NG, Caribbean)

Many of the truck operators claimed that it is very challenging to find their traditional food on

the go, here in southeast Michigan, stating "Some people from my restaurant days, they would

search for it and then come down to my food truck.  Because certain flavors that I have you

won’t find it anywhere.” (BW, Indian)
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Some of the other food truck operators whose menus consist of ethnic cuisines chose to put an

Americanized twist on the traditional food creation. A few of these food truck operators said that

they made their menu like this to appeal to a larger population. Another reason for putting an

Americanized spin on the menu items was that it is easier to prepare the order. 

"Everything we had to cook at least, I started using instead of making fresh flatbread that

I used to do in my restaurant, I started using tortilla, flour tortilla from Mexican [sic]." (BW,

Indian)

3.5. Internal Feedback: Preparation

Preparation was also talked about as influencing the identity of the food truck, describing how

and when they made the food or prepared the ingredients in order to allow their selling to run

smoothly.  Most of the truck operators mentioned that they perform a lot of preparation in their

commissary kitchens. 

"I cook in a licensed kitchen and then I bring my food into the truck, and I hold it in the

steam pans" (NG, Caribbean)

Many of these individuals talked about how they prepare the food the day before, revealing "So

pretty much everything is being prepared ahead of time but being cooked at the day, on the spot

at each event that we're doing, because nothing is being cooked or premade a day before. " (PP,

wraps)
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Multiple other trucks claimed that they prepare their food to order, meaning they make the food

as it is ordered, specifically for that customer. Those food truck operators stated that they do that

in order to serve the food hot. Additionally, some truck operators mentioned that they produce

their menu items to order because it is easier to address specific dietary concerns and make any

modifications. 

"The cashier is the one that’s ending their order, so any modifiers on orders, cause a lot of

customers want something in their own way-if it’s no tomatoes or no sauce or light sauce or extra

this-so when we give the order the cashier really needs to see and make sure that the order was

fulfilled in the right way." (PP, wraps)

Several truck operators also talked about preparing their menu items in large batches on the

truck. They claimed that it is not practical to make the food in the commissary kitchen and

transfer it, but it is also not feasible to make the items to order, stating “The other reason why we

went prepackaged is because at these big festivals and things if you’re serving 1000 people at a

festival and you have 50 people in your line, you’re not scooping to order. It’s very, very quick.”

(VC, ice cream)

4. Discussion

This qualitative study is innovative in the knowledge surrounding how food trucks develop and

refine their menus based on their established brand and identity. The results highlight a feedback
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loop, similar to one seen in physiology, where different influences impacted the menu content

and implementation.

Coming from a diverse group of food truck operator interview participants in southeast

Michigan, all with previous food service experience, original identity and menu of the food truck

was created with different intentions. Multiple truck operators stated that they took their

restaurant menu and converted it to be sellable in a food truck. By using their original menus, or

a modified version of it, the truck operators do not have to find new motivation for the chefs

creating the food (18). Others stated that they based their menu off their heritage or life

experiences. These individuals likely witnessed that certain culture or community firsthand and

found their sense of belonging with that type of cuisine (19). That possibly made them want to

create a food truck with that same culture in mind in order to help others have that same sense of

belonging in food (19).

Upon implementation of the original menu identity, internal and external feedback influenced

menu adjustments. External feedback, or modification based on consumer’s preferences and

needs, was more prevalent in affecting menu adjustments. Modifying the atmosphere and menu

for the business allows the company to strive for an absolute positive experience for the

consumers (20). Although it may have been unintentional, food truck operators were likely using

company-consumer co-creation throughout the process of menu alterations (15). In small

restaurants, co-creation has been used during restaurant startup to get a feel for what the clientele

is looking for in their menu (16). By doing so, they can cater to the geographic location and style
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of individuals without as much trial and error (21). Co-creation, in some cases, is first

implemented by producing surveys for the public to complete and then analyzing the results (22).

In these food truck businesses, co-creation ideologies may have been used when truck operators

took consumers advice into consideration. The operators listened to the consumer’s desires, such

as adding gluten free options, and altered the menu without changing their theme or cuisine.

Although there are no documented examples of co-creation in the food truck industry, this may

be a viable strategy in the future to optimize customer response as well as nutritional quality to

slightly adjust menu items.

This study found that the consumer’s desires were a major factor in altering the menu, which is

important because operators are not always able to accurately judge consumer’s perceptions of

the menu (23). Including certain dietary considerations, for example, were important changes

made to the menu of many food trucks. On a larger scale, convenience, taste, and price are

among the most important consumer desires (24). Many truck operators stated that they based

their truck location in areas of most convenience of their targeted population. By doing so, they

can sell their specific menus to consumers with desires most met (24). To provide better tasting

items to their consumers, food truck operators stated that they create quick food on the go with

the best value. Using fresh ingredients from local vendors, operators are able to create menu

items that are tastier than the competitors (25). Creating valuable food on the go allows food

trucks to stand out amongst their competitors.
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From there, ingredient modifications, such as adding more locally grown produce, fresher

ingredients, and items with fewer preservatives, were implemented in order to meet said desires.

For instance, some food truck owners endeavored to incorporate predominantly local foods,

which has been shown to be important to customers (26). Aside from supporting local

businesses, incorporating more locally grown produce is healthier because it contains less

preservatives (25). Fresher ingredients, as opposed to frozen or canned products, allow truck

operators to make meals that are more satiable to the consumers (27).

Additionally, menu ingredients, and their nutritional attributes, were important to some food

truck owners and their customers (28). Some food trucks put an emphasis on serving foods that

were not processed and did not include preservatives (29). However, some food trucks placed

little importance on nutritional quality, which correlates with the literature stating the majority of

the restaurant food is high in nutrients of public concern (30, 31), that should be limited, such as

saturated fat (6), added sugar (7), and sodium (8).

Less prevalent in affecting menu adjustments was internal feedback, or modification based on

operator and employee experience in the field. Difficult preparation of menu items sometimes

drove changes in the menu items. In addition, another form of internal feedback that occasionally

prompted alteration of menus was ethnicities in cuisine. Some food truck owners featured menus

that were very true to ethnic identity whereas others modified menus to be more

“Americanized”, to appeal to a broader audience (32).
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4.1 Strengths and Limitations

This qualitative study included 13 participants. The small sample size may thus not reflect the

views and experiences of all food truck operators. However, the recruitment of participants of

varying ages, experiences, and cuisines and the theoretical saturation of ideas presented in the

last interviews increases confidence in the comprehensiveness of findings. Additionally,

respondents were all from southeast Michigan, which may not be inclusive of food trucks in

other parts of the state, or the country as a whole. Further, the use of semi-structured interview

guide may have resulted in having broad interview questions left room for drifting from directly

answering the question without redirection.

Although there were some limitations, our study had many strengths. By completing this study,

we were able to fill a gap in food industry research by providing insight and information about

food trucks that was not previously explored. While there have been operational studies

conducted about food trucks (33-35), menu creation influences had not been researched yet.

These findings will help support collaborations among food establishment owners, customers,

and nutrition professionals to develop and refine menus that are tasty and nutritious.

4.2 Implications

This study information regarding menu feedback and food truck identity can be applied to not

only food trucks, but restaurants too. Emerging food establishments may find it beneficial to

recognize different feedback from their customers and employees in order to better suit their

consumers. Acknowledging changes that should be made to the menu in order to increase
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customer satisfaction could allow the business to run more smoothly. Additionally, this study

could be useful to an individual planning to open a restaurant because they can utilize the same

feedback model to tweak their menu on a larger scale.

Further, information found in this study could be informative to those speculating about opening

a business in the food industry. It may open their eyes to some of the complexity in menu

creation and allow them to make note of information to be revisited once in operation. By

knowing some of these common feedbacks and how they can affect the menu, a new food truck

operator’s menu may include specific diet considerations, for example, from the beginning.

Company and consumer co-creation may be a viable strategy to address consumer’s desires in

the menu while also capturing the food truck’s vision of nutrition and cuisine.

4.4 Conclusion

Food truck operators from southeast Michigan have described how they brand themselves to

attract customers and how they develop and refine their menus along the way. External feedback

from customers was often incorporated in the form of menu adjustments by food truck owners.

Internal feedback from the owners or employees, on the other hand, did result in menu

adjustments, though not as commonly. Through a physiological-like feedback loop, food truck

menus were adjusted in order to maximize business and customer satisfaction.
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Figure Captions

Figure 1: Food Truck Interview Respondent Profile (n=13); demographic information missing

for 2 respondents

Figure 2: Physiology-like Feedback Loop
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