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Is Fast Food Really That Bad?

Most Americans are guilty of fast food consumption.  I’ll admit to it myself.  But what is fast food?  Many find it a convenient and cheap solution to their hunger needs, while others find it tastily satisfying.  America consumes enough fast food to make it a $144 billion industry in our nation, and it continues to thrive today.  Scientists link the consumption of such foods to be the leading cause of America’s obesity problems.  In fact, from a recent national survey, two out of three Americans are overweight (Why).  Regardless of convenience or taste, the vast majority of the population considers fast food as junk food.  In other words, based on certain facts and figures, commercials, and peer influence, fast food has been labeled unhealthy.  Consumers, however, are sometimes unaware the fast food industries’ attempts to make their foods more acceptable to the healthier consumers.  Though they cannot fully refute their unhealthy food choices, the new additions coin a new meaning to the definition of fast food.  Although fast food has generally been labeled as unhealthy, recent innovations and changes have shown exactly how fast food is stepping out of the fast food category we once knew, and becoming something different.  
Dictionary.com defines fast food as: “Inexpensive food, such as hamburgers and fried chicken, prepared and served quickly.”  Though the definition is generally accepted, fast food isn’t merely stated above, but a commodity closely associated with the brand names we are familiar with today.  These corporations include McDonald’s, Burger King, Wendy’s, Taco Bell, etc.  A vast majority of these companies have household named sandwiches as well, including: the Big Mac (McDonald’s), the Whopper (Burger King), and others.  These giants of the fast food conglomerates control a large portion of the nation’s food consumption.  They appeal to Americans based on the fact that most Americans have little time to spend on preparing and eating food.  Though unhealthy at times, Americans indulge in the guilty pleasure that is fast food to satisfy their hunger, but in total saving time to continue their daily activities without any setbacks.  Although the aforementioned names are commonly considered to be unhealthy foods, these companies have adopted new products to tend to the needs and wants of certain consumers.  Unfortunately, they aren’t doing this primarily for the good of the nation, but mostly to save themselves from future lawsuits.  Nonetheless, they are making improvements when it comes to food diversity and healthiness.
One of such innovations begins with one topic of concern: our nation’s future.  Many children are overweight, and rumors have spread in accordance to banning fast food markets from marketing children in their ads.  Fearing a loss of a large number of consumers, fast food companies have responded.  For example, McDonald’s has made Happy Meals healthier when they “introduced Apple Dippers and low-fat caramel dipping sauce as an alternative to French fries, and 1-percent low-fat milk and 100-percent apple juice as option to soft drinks” (Rector).  Wendy’s similarly gave their younger audiences attractive alternatives to their pre-existing menu.  They “added more nutritious options to kids’ menus, allowing customers to choose fruit over fries and adding chocolate milk as a substitute for soft drinks” (Wendy’s).  Included in the fruit choices are mandarin oranges, and reduced fat milk is included as the healthy soft drink substitute.  They’ve even added fruit cups with mixed fruits and yogurt.  Other restaurants have followed by integrating more vegetable choices and allowing the customers to decide whether or not they will have them.  In general, the food replaced the most is French fries.  These deeply fried potato slices have undergone much change in their lifespan, yet the food still remains controversially unhealthy.  In fact, McDonald’s switched to making their fries to vegetable oil in 1990.  Though the switch helped the company’s French fries health value marginally, it remained as one of the unhealthiest parts of the fast food menu.  Wendy’s has even gone to lengths by offering to replace these fries with a choice of chili, salad, or baked potato with their meals.  With these additions and replacements, however, restaurants in general hope to alleviate at least some of the obesity allegations concerning children.  The only concern is whether or not these companies would be able to compete with other companies who have been accepted to be healthier choices.  

One of these choices is Subway.  When someone thinks of the term fast food, they are generally accepted to be a restaurant who offers a burger and French fries.  Nowadays, sandwich shops, like Subway, have also been considered as fast food which diversifies the make-up of the definition.  As a self-proclaimed combatant against childhood obesity, Subway launched their healthy foods campaign as the beginning of a trend.  What kind of food did they sell?  A variety of sandwiches and sandwich combinations, mixed with choices for salad and other alternatives.  Their approach to selling their products: a story about a man, Jared Fogle, who lost nearly 250 lbs by primarily eating off the Subway menu (Howard).  Though speculation about the validity of this story arose, many others began the diet themselves, and the results were endless.  Through the use of logos and ethos, countless others followed suit and eventually Subway launched other campaigns with other weight loss stories.  With their ability to appeal to all people, Subway’s effect on the younger population also spans through adults as well.  Their main purpose is to give the average fast food consumer choices beyond the normal burger joints.  Judging by Subway’s current popularity and rise in market value, their approach succeeded.  Many who decide on fast food restaurants nowadays see Subway as the clear-cut healthier choice over its competitors, including McDonald’s.  Though their campaign is primarily used for marketing value only, the content of their food is the key attribute to their healthy definition.  In fact, Ask.Men.com show that the average salad offered by Subway contains half the fat, less saturated fat, and less cholesterol than the typical salads you would find at McDonald’s.  Subway sandwiches are prepared quickly and consistently, in other words fast.  They, however, do not offer burgers or fries on their menu, but does that mean they are not fast food?  Absolutely not.  With numbers that support a general popular definition, sandwich shops now own a place in our fast food nation.

The results of the many menu integrations show much response from the general public with accordance to fast food.  McDonald’s, who had recently received a 7.8% increase in sales, link this success mostly to their expanded menu.  The largest rise in income for over 17 years, McDonald’s sought to redeem themselves from one of their only drops in income in the previous year.  Though they cannot fully prove the direct relationship to be true, a dramatic increase in sales in Europe occurred immediately after their salad introduction in the early months of 2004 (McDonald’s).  With obesity now coined a disease, fearful general public responded to the integration of healthier food choices at their local fast food restaurants.  Although the healthiest choice of all was to stop eating fast food in general, they made the decision to choose the newly acquired healthy menu items.

On top of many integrating companies, there have always existed healthy restaurants who may also be considered fast food.  One such company includes Blendz, known on the west coast as a “fast-food-that’s-good-for-you-eatery” (Mullins).  Along with Smoothie King, who opened its doors around the same time, Blendz offers healthy foods and serves their food as fast as their fast food competitors.  They offer a mix of fruit smoothies, salads, and healthy sandwiches as well.  According to them, “There are no deep fryers in Mr. Phipp’s 1,100-square foot store” (Mullins).  With that said, you wouldn’t expect to find chicken nuggets, fries, or other greasy fried products.  Smoothie King calls itself “a nutritional lifestyle center,” offering fresh smoothies made from fresh fruits (Mullins).  Another company, called Qdoba Mexican Grill, opened its stores in 1995, and offered a variety of original and innovative Mexican dishes.  Their popularity was widespread, and the Jack in the Box corporation bought it in 2003.  Especially with Qdoba’s selling to Jack in the Box, one of the leading big fast food companies in the nation, these restaurants can and are considered fast food, and on top of that, healthy fast food.  

Regardless of the adverse effects of fast food on the nation’s obesity issues, Americans will continue to eat their hamburgers and fries.  With new additions to existing unhealthy menus and new restaurants hoarding healthier themes, Americans now have a larger choice to eat well but eat healthy.  Fast food no longer merely describes the McDonald’s down the street or the Wendy’s in the mall, but incorporates all forms of food prepared quickly, even those that don’t use a deep fryer.  Fast food is no longer the quick solution to hunger needs with adverse side effects, but rather, a solution with many possibilities and choices.  The fast food of yesterday is no longer applicable to the fast food of today.  People cannot deny places like Subway and Blendz as fast food, because their food is prepared so quickly, yet they do not offer a typical greesy burger.  With new innovations, the definition of fast food isn’t the same as it used to be.  It is now more broad and less definitive, because there are just too many different categories.  
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