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“QUICK” POPULARITY OF FAST FOOD IN RUSSIA: ONE HUNDRED MILLION DOLLARS LATER
The soldier who made “porridge from an ax” and Quick’s menu
By Dr. Nikolai V. Ostapenko, Washington, D.C., USA
The article discusses the strategies used by Quick, a Belgian-French fast-food restaurant chain, to enter the Russian market. The focus is on industry competition, operations, brand image, price, distribution, and public communication. The article is based on comparative field research conducted in Paris and Moscow in the areas of consumer behavior, the developing culture of fast-food consumption, brand recognition, value delivery, and operational efficiencies negatively affected by the early stage of the economic recession. The analysis yielded suggestions for ways to build a stronger image, sustainable competitive position, and more visible company presence in the marketplace.
Once upon a time, a tired, hungry soldier was coming back from war. On his way home, he stopped to rest at an old woman’s house. He asked her for food, but she refused, claiming that her pantry was bare. The soldier suggested cooking porridge himself, made from… an ax. The old woman, puzzled, gave him an ax. He threw it into a pot, suspended the pot over a wood fire, and began to cook the ax… 
Nothing happened for quite some time. Then the soldier asked the woman for oats and butter to improve the taste of his dish. A little later, he suggested bringing bread and salt to the table and tasting the porridge. And it was quite delicious, to the great surprise of the frugal woman…
Possibly since that ancient time, Russians have developed a particular culture of food consumption: Ideally, the food must be abundant, rich, delectable, and locally produced or homemade (sometimes made from scratch, as in the tale recounted above). 
For centuries, the nation elaborated its traditional foodways, creating an art of fine dining and socializing around the dinner table. Festive meals became an essential component of the famous Russian hospitality, a way to entertain guests, mark important occasions, and enjoy life to the fullest. In the Soviet era, dining out was not popular, as the number of state-run restaurant choices was quite limited, the “government-approved” menus lacked appeal, and service could be described euphemistically as “non-obtrusive.” The famous Russian movie A Train Station for Two realistically depicted Soviet-era sit-down restaurants as dreary, shabby facilities for passengers endlessly waiting for the next train, trying their best to avoid food poisoning and disregard occasional noisy drunks. They were considered places where the waitstaff fudged the check totals, stole side dishes, and nabbed leftover alcoholic beverages for their own consumption.  
The convenience of eating out “on demand” and the category of “fast food” did not exist in Russia (and most of Europe) until recently. Everything changed when modern Russia rediscovered capitalism with its beloved excesses: money, power, luxury brands, expensive cars, comfortable living, and the desire for instant gratification. In the restaurant industry, the most remarkable event was the opening of the first Russian McDonald’s in Moscow in January 1990. Originally mistakenly perceived as an “American luxury,” McDonald’s helped introduce to the Russian market the unheard-of idea of eating quickly, more or less affordably, and functionally when the situation calls for it. Copycats followed every move of McDonald’s by creating local versions with a more inviting blend of menu items, locations, and pricing choices.
The Russian fast-food industry experienced impressive annual growth until the current economic crisis arose. During the period 2001-2008, the retail food sector grew by a healthy 25% and reached approximately $150 billion in revenue. By the end of 2008, the vast majority of the restaurant establishments were concentrated in Russia’s “two capitals,” Moscow and St. Petersburg, and represented about 39% of the entire restaurant segment of the economy. Four tiers now comprise the Russian restaurant market: high-priced “boutique-style” restaurants; moderately priced “people’s” restaurants; coffee shops with counter-style service; and, last but not least, the fast-food segment. Russia’s fast-food industry consists of two main sub-segments: street vendors, including carts, stalls, and kiosks; and sit-down restaurant-style premises with self-service indoors. 

In only two years (2007 to 2008), the market share of the “organized” food chains in Russia almost doubled, rising from 15.6 to about 21.2%. According to McDonald’s president and senior director, “[in 2007] Russia was the fifth most profitable market in Europe, and by far the most profitable in Eastern Europe.”i
 This expansion has occurred unevenly in the various sub-segments of Russia’s fast-food market. Street vendors have experienced the most dynamic growth, with well-established segment leaders such as Stardogs and Kroshka Kartoshka.

In 2006, Russia’s overall economic growth surpassed experts’ expectations for the first time, recording a 7.9% increase in annual GDP growth. Original projections estimated that this trend would continue, probably through 2010. The wealth spread among Russia’s emerging middle class, which kept earning more and more disposable income. Trends in consumer behavior indicated that shoppers were increasingly inclined to leave the comforts of home and eat at indoor/outdoor neighborhood restaurants. With more money to spend, the members of the emerging middle class wanted the quality, convenience, and service that well-operated food chains can offer. This trend was most visible in Moscow and St. Petersburg, as well as in a few other large urban centers. 

In 2008, 16.7% of Moscow’s population visited fast-food outlets more than once a week, and about 8.7% ate there once a week. At the same time, about 12.1% of St. Petersburg’s residents consumed fast food at least once a week. In both cities, McDonald’s ranks well ahead of other companies in popularity. It is the preferred fast-food outlet of 50.9% of Muscovites and 36.7% of St. Petersburg’s population. Residents of the two cities do not agree on the other major players, however: In Moscow, Rostick’s-KFC and Yelki-Palki, domestic fast-food chains, are popular, while St. Petersburg’s residents prefer Chainaia Lozhka, Idealnaia Chaika, and Pizza Hut.

Despite strong competition, Chainaia Lozhka’s franchise director, Dmitri Papirin, confidently asserts that “the Russian fast-food sector, including that of St. Petersburg, lags many times behind the well-developed world in terms of market penetration.”
  In other words, there are still many gaps to fill before the market reaches saturation point. Moreover, industry experts predict that Russia’s other urban regions will be a promising arena for fast-food restaurant growth. In 2007, Moscow and St. Petersburg’s well-established fast-food companies began to look closely at other cities in Russia to gauge the prospects for further market expansion there.

Inspired by the opportunity to reap huge profits in Russia’s fast-food industry, given the success of McDonald’s, the Belgian-French chain Quick, which is well known in Western Europe, entered this market in July 2007 by launching a joint venture with Russia’s Tashir group of companies. The combined enterprise, known as Quick Russia, was owned 50-50 by the two firms. The Tashir group began operation in the field of commercial real estate in 1999. By 2007, Tashir operated 47 commercial real estate establishments and owned many enterprises in the restaurant industry, including 50 Tashir Pizza pizzerias in Russia and other parts of Eastern Europe. Tashir is still opening new shopping and entertainment centers all across Russia.

Quick Russia is expected to open 80 restaurants in Russia and Eastern Europe by the end of 2012, far exceeding the 50 international locations currently owned by the company in other European and Northern African countries. Though Quick used to be decidedly conservative in terms of new foreign acquisitions, it invested $100 million in Quick Russia. The majority of Quick Russia’s restaurants would be opened in Tashir’s RIO shopping and entertainment centers, with only a few drive-through restaurants located by major highways. According to Quick’s president, Jean-Paul Brayer, the average cost of opening a restaurant is now 250,000 euro. Taking into account all the associated costs, the deal is expected to yield a profit within three years.

Quick Russia identified McDonald’s as its main competitor, as the menus of both chains offer variations on the American hamburger. Despite the existence of well-established fast-food chains in Russia, new entrants have actively continued to target the Russian market. Among the potential newcomers is another American company, Church’s Chicken, which announced its decision to enter Russia in 2007.

In the summer and fall of 2008, the devastating effects of the global economic crisis spread to the Russian economy. By May 2009, Russia’s GDP shrank by 6% in comparison with the previous year.iii Like all new market entrants, Quick was particularly susceptible to economic turmoil. Still in the process of establishing itself in the new market, Quick simply had no time to implement its original strategy according to the above-described plan. It had to battle the dangerously diminishing return on its capital investment in the Russian restaurant sector. As a result, Quick’s grand plans of massive expansion have substantially slowed and have been postponed in part. 

By contrast, well-established fast-food brands actually have recorded a profit as upper-middle-class clients in Russia have continued to downscale their food tastes. Economic pressures lowered consumer preferences and caused an estimated 36% drop in revenues in the high-end restaurant sector. To adjust to the new trends, some luxury restaurants began offering cheap “anti-recession” menus. Still, no restaurant tier can match the fast-food chains’ natural appeal to consumers’ recession-era pocketbooks. 

In the present-day Russian market, people are much more likely to replace high-end restaurant meals with McDonald’s burgers. The desire to eat out has finally become ingrained in many Russian consumers, and they refuse to give up this new habit easily. Thus customers have been increasingly attracted by the low prices and large menu/price varieties of the fast-food chains. While they can, they will continue to enjoy eating out at clean, secure, well-run establishments and indulge in what they see as a leisurely and prestigious social experience. In this regard, consumer sentiment and substitution in the industry should naturally increase Quick’s competitive advantage in the short term. As long as the prices remain more or less in line with those of the competition and the chain’s businesses live up to their good reputation, clients are expected to pour into the new Quick restaurants.
Serge Lapada, the marketing director of the StarDogs chain, noted that “people really are buying more fast food, but only those people who can afford this. A really growing segment of our customers is low-budget-oriented customers, they’re buying much less now.” iv  In an interview published in the English-language Moscow News, Lapada expressed concern over the duration of the crisis in Russia and its impact on corporate profitability. Though the crisis appears to benefit many fast-food chains, the favorable trend is likely to be interrupted if the economic downturn continues for more than a year. 

The bargaining power of Quick’s suppliers in Europe remains weak. The ingredients that Quick needs for its operations—meat, salad, bread, condiments—are staples with relatively stable prices in the EU market. Quick therefore can handpick its local suppliers and easily impose strict regulations on them. Each supplier is chosen after a careful examination and must meet three key requirements: quality, high sanitary standards, and certain technical specifications. Quick meticulously tracks the activity of its suppliers to ensure the absence of food additives in products, rules out genetic modification, and thus maintains the consistently high quality and reputation of its ingredients. The chain systematically performs inspections all along the supply chain. It performs hygiene audits of every restaurant, as well as chemical analyses of food products, normally carried out by independent laboratories. 

Quick prides itself on its use of the freshest foods and deals predominantly with local produce suppliers. In France and most of the rest of Europe, Quick already operates under secured long-term contracts with suppliers that eradicate difficulties in obtaining ultra-fresh agricultural products. For its franchises and joint ventures, Quick usually imports products from reliable suppliers in Europe, especially during the first few months of operation. This gives the chain time to adjust to the new clientele’s customs and taste preferences, and to find local suppliers that meet Quick’s demanding quantitative and qualitative prerequisites.

Quick’s customary method of finding suppliers was severely sabotaged in Russia by the economic crisis. The fast-food company opened its first business in Russia only a few months before the sharp fall of crude-oil prices and the devaluation of the Russian ruble. As of May 2009, the ruble has lost 45.5% of its value relative to the euro. For Quick, the devaluation means two things: all its ruble assets have lost nearly half of their original value, and the chain has to pay large fees for timely currency exchanges from rubles into euros and vice versa. Simply put, Quick Russia found its funds uncomfortably tight soon after entering the Russian market, as was pointed out during our interviews with Quick’s Russian management.
The declining business outcomes have led the joint venture to change its administration and rapidly shift gears to ensure a safer mode of operation. Ironically, Quick failed to restructure fast enough. Several obvious reasons explain its slow response: Some of its restaurants in Russia have been open for more than a year, yet their products still are imported from France. The company is working on deals with geographically closer suppliers, but for now the Quick outlets live from delivery to delivery, often experiencing ingredient shortages. Though the Quick management remains confident about the company’s future in Russia, the current situation appears less than sustainable.
Customer expectations are critical to the fast-food industry’s survival. It is consumers who dictate market trends and determine the success or failure of the business. This success derives from the business’s ability to analyze consumer needs, demand, and preferences, and from its capacity to satisfy market requirements. Even Russians who have never eaten at Quick may have formed an opinion of the chain’s performance, based on the sentiments of their friends and acquaintances. The power of word-of-mouth in Russia must not be underestimated; it can help build or destroy a brand image with a poor advertising infrastructure. A single error can tarnish a company’s image permanently. 

The supply shortages and delivery problems experienced by Quick already have slightly impaired its brand reputation during the initial entry stage. Even if the Quick Russia administration manages to find local suppliers, many customers may retain their negative first impression. These potential clients are unlikely to grant the chain a “second chance.” The situation is exacerbated by Russians’ inexplicable but palpable loyalty to Quick’s largest direct competitor: McDonald’s. 

Quick already has failed to satisfy consumer expectations in the Russian market, owing to the supply setbacks. This lapse makes the company’s objective of creating and maintaining a loyal customer base even more challenging. In contrast, the consumer-oriented strategies that Quick has followed in European countries have been quite successful there thus far. The wide variety of products it offers, its focus on high standards of high quality, and its attempt to differentiate itself as much as possible from its competitors in the fast-food industry have received extremely positive customer reviews. Concentration on this proven strategy is likely to benefit the Russian leg of its operations in the same way. 
Another promising strategy for Quick is to focus on healthy food of high quality. With clients’ wellbeing in mind, Quick stopped salting its fries behind the counter in 2007. Instead, it invites consumers to taste the fries before adding the amount of salt they want. The chain offers tiny packets of salt telling the consumer, "more or less salted: for you to decide." Quick’s R&D program also has enabled the chain to reduce the amount of saturated fat in its burgers by approximately 46%. Its Giant burger is the sole exception, with the highest level of saturated fat among all of Quick’s offerings. Curiously, the Giant also rings up giant sales, constituting about 50% of the chain’s burger orders, and it remains the most popular customer choice on the menu. Most consumers are aware of the fat content of their favorite item, but still reorder this juicy burger. That leads to the question on everyone’s lips: Do consumers always expect low-fat products from fast-food outlets?
Quick puts strong emphasis on product transparency in terms of labeling. Recently the chain voluntarily established a “nutritional labeling” system, displaying the amounts of calories, proteins, fats, and salt, as well as the nutritional value count, on its products. Quick prides itself on remaining completely transparent and keeping customers well informed. At a time when fast food is receiving increasingly bad reviews globally for its unhealthy contents, Quick’s labeling transparency moves the company into the lead with its commitment to care about the customer’s health. 
According to Dr. Alexander Baturin, deputy director of the Institute for Nutrition of the Russian Academy of Medical Science, the health aspect should play well for Quick in Russia. Dr. Baturin believes that “the developing economic crisis should be considered as motivation for transition to a healthier diet.”
 Historical evidence, however, directly contradicts Baturin’s theory, as people traditionally are more inclined to treat themselves to life’s “guilty pleasures” during an economic downturn. Taste, juiciness, the easy allure of a comforting little treat while the big industries crumble: this is what attracts people to fatty burgers like Quick’s Giant.
Quick widely advertises the freshness of its products, which are not cooked until the consumer places an order. The chain serves fries within five minutes of their leaving the hot oil vat, and burgers no more than ten minutes off the griddle. This guarantees that the customer receives freshly cooked food. To monitor its food, Quick often hires “mystery clients” from specialized consumer organizations, who report on a number of factors including the quality of food and service. In Russia, Quick vows to use top-quality American equipment for cooking. The machinery comes at a high cost but produces delicious meals for customers. Quick has bought equipment from the Taylor brand family for desserts, and the customer response indicates that it was worth the price. What appeared to work for Quick’s sweet delicacies, however, has not had the same result for other menu options.
Quick strives to give its products an authentic local touch and puts local favorites on its menu. In fact, the chain was born from this very idea of modifying the “American hamburger” concept to satisfy European tastes. Quick was the first fast-food chain to introduce mineral water and fresh fruit on its menu. The wider variety of products, which costs more to provide, allows Quick to differentiate its product line from that of the competition. Quick relentlessly searches for novelty in its burgers and sauces. Its product line never remains the same, but constantly responds to changing consumer preferences. The chain regularly introduces new burger recipes, salads, desserts, and beverages. 

Quick Russia’s menu disappoints its customers, however. The choices are limited: six burgers, two types of fries, four kinds of soda, two beers, and two desserts. This menu simply cannot compete with the product diversity of Quick’s main competitor, McDonald’s. Moreover, only one menu option gives a nod to local tastes: the “Russian-style” country fries. Quick’s other international locations boast such local favorites as halal hamburgers in Algeria. It comes as no surprise that in Russia, consumers prefer Quick’s competition. Most of the fast-food customers who were surveyed voted for McDonald’s as their fast-food chain of choice.
Even though the focus on serving high-quality food has always been at the heart of Quick’s activity, in Russia this approach seems to be nonexistent. Because of the economic downturn, Quick experienced delays in its search for local suppliers. As mentioned earlier, Quick Russia completely revamped its management team, while losing a considerable amount of money. Forced to manage its locations under the pressure of unexpected reorganization and with limited financial resources, Quick thus far has been unable to find a local producer that meets the chain’s high quality standards. 

Our field correspondent in Moscow could not order any of the burgers, because the restaurant had completely run out of supplies and was awaiting the next delivery. The only available items on the menu were desserts and French fries. To the great disappointment of the researcher, the French fries “tasted like rubber,” and no amount of salt could remedy that. The sliding shelves that should have been filled with tempting burgers remained empty, scaring away other customers. 
Quick strives to remain on the high end of the fast-food pricing scale. This is reflected both in the quality of its products and especially in its prices. In consumers’ minds, higher quality often is associated with higher price. Price differentiation, therefore, is another marketing technique used by Quick to persuade its customers that its menu is of higher value than those of its competitors.

European consumers believe that these higher prices are justified. Generally, Europeans are willing to pay a bit more for healthier products. Quick’s strong reputation for fresh foods in Europe allows the chain to charge a few cents more than its competitors. Quick is guided by the following principle in its pricing strategy: While the “value-oriented” American market appreciates larger sizes at lower prices (“Supersize it!”), the European market wants better quality and smaller portions. European consumers attribute more importance to the freshness, provenance, attractiveness, and overall quality of the products they consume.

Quick kept this pricing strategy when it expanded to the Russian market. At this point, it is difficult to measure the importance of quality versus size to the Russian customer, as Quick thus far has not kept its vow to serve fresh, high-quality foods. The imported products its Russian restaurants receive from France are rubbery, tasteless, or excessively salty (as reported repeatedly by the Russian consumers surveyed during the study). Prices that were justifiable in Europe are obnoxiously high in Russia, especially relative to the quality of the food served and the currency exchange rate.

This pricing strategy contributes to the confusing image of the Quick brand that is forming in the minds of Russian consumers. Many competitors can boast of better and cheaper products. McDonald’s prices are estimated to be 4 to 5% lower. Further, Quick’s prices have not changed since the chain entered Russia. Quick even had to drop its largest promotional campaign, which offered a complimentary large soda with the order. The losses suffered by the chain have pushed it to cut costs wherever possible. While the company has managed to avoid passing on the rising costs to consumers in the form of price increases, it did so by limiting promotional discounts. This approach seems nearsighted. Rather than benefiting the chain, Quick’s strategy is increasing consumers’ levels of distrust, as many denounce the pricing strategies as “unfair.”
The food-court location policy provides Quick with an opportunity to differentiate itself more successfully from other fast-food players. To date, Quick operates five restaurants in Russia: two on the outskirts of Moscow, and one each in Kolomna, Kaluga, and Yaroslavl. The terms of the joint-venture agreement require all Quick restaurants to be located on the premises of RIO shopping and entertainment centers, in the food courts, where they directly face all the chain’s major fast-food competitors. This has proven to be another losing strategy for Quick thus far. Quick’s high pricing, questionable food quality, and limited menu are glaringly obvious in the food-court environment. For instance, on a Monday night in Moscow, customers in the RIO food court clustered around McDonald’s, while Quick’s nearly empty food shelves attracted a mere three customers, one of whom was our Moscow correspondent.

Quick has chosen a different approach to location in Yaroslavl. This Quick shop strives to attract customers outside the food court, on the main shopping floor, and provides no seating. One insightful respondent in Yaroslavl was surprised by this move and declined to judge whether the strategy was successful or not. Though it may lure occasional hungry shoppers, it loses the population that heads purposefully to the food court.

Quick decided against using the high-quality design strategy in most of its Russian locations. Further, the chain’s choice of prospective geographic sites relied heavily on “pre-recession” assumptions regarding market analysis and consumer behavior. The more European placement strategy was tested by Quick in Kaluga, where the company, returning to the location and décor that have made it popular in the EU countries, created a walk-in, sit-down, eat-in type of restaurant. Its table placements, lighting, and atmosphere echo their European counterparts.

In most European countries, Quick puts strong emphasis on adapting its restaurants to the cultural environment and offering customers an enjoyable, warm, friendly space that is well suited to their tastes and schedules. The chain has upgraded and updated its décor with brighter colors and funky modern design. In fact, Quick frequently varies the architecture of its restaurants to provide a space that corresponds to different consumer profiles and eating habits: Its restaurants feature stylish high tables and chairs for customers in a hurry, cozy group spaces with couches and flat-screen TV sets, and long, comfortable tables for families or large groups of friends. Quick usually enhances its customers’ visual experience by seating them near large windows overlooking an enticing outdoor landscape. Quick’s in-store layout distances itself from the habitual conception of fast-food standards. The modern, convivial setting uses different musical and lighting effects in combination with diverse materials such as stone, brick, and wood. Together, these ingredients ensure the aesthetic comfort of consumers. Professional designers often recognize this thoughtful work, and in the past few years Quick has won several interior decoration awards presented by the British magazine Design Week and the French Institute of Design. 

In creating the joint venture with Tashir, Quick’s administration relied heavily on the growing wealth and bargaining power of the population of Russia’s smaller cities. Quick hoped to tap into the consumer markets of emerging cities to avoid the cut-throat competition in the country’s well-established and overpriced urban hubs (similar to Pepsi-Cola’s strategy in locations heavily saturated by rival Coca-Cola). In this light, the deal with Tashir seems reasonable, as Tashir’s centers target primarily the average-sized cities of European Russia. Only three of Tashir’s shopping centers are in proximity to Russia’s capitals, with two of the three located on the outskirts of Moscow and the third on the edge of St. Petersburg. Thus the implementation of Tashir’s and Quick’s strategy of staying away from downtown sites in Moscow and St. Petersburg is well under way.

Despite the obvious allure of both Russian capitals, positioning in these cites entails certain disadvantages, too. Two major drawbacks are intense rivalry and high real estate prices. Closer analysis of each factor, however, shows that Quick has the capacity to manage the situation to its own benefit. A central location intensifies costly competition with other fast-food providers. What is important to understand about the Russian competition is that the rival never plays by the rules. As a new entrant in a highly volatile, unpredictable market, Quick may want to steer clear of the existing fast-food giants, which already know the ropes. On a more positive note, the problem of lack of market expertise can be solved by means of a joint venture. This is exactly what Quick has done by securing its deal with the Tashir group, which conveniently operates throughout the Russian market. 

Opening new restaurants in Moscow’s over-the-top real estate market would definitely increase the rent expenses on Quick’s balance sheet. Still, Quick possesses the means to finance a single high-visibility location in downtown Moscow. Major fast-food companies in Moscow’s central historical district have proven that the site generates enough profit to pay for itself; moreover, it builds positive, nationwide brand recognition. Quick’s refusal thus far to open a restaurant in Moscow’s downtown area is problematic, in light of the hefty 100 million euros already invested in funding the company’s Russian expansion. Location-wise, Quick’s tendency to expand to remote areas appears unwise, especially in light of the current economic turmoil. Disposable incomes are diminishing all across Russia while unemployment grows. As a result, fewer and fewer people are inclined to visit the large, flashy, suburban shopping centers that Quick uses to enter the Russian market. 

The plan has other obvious drawbacks because it disregards the strategic importance of the Moscow and St. Petersburg consumer markets. These two cities always have set the trends for the rest of Russia. Popularity in the two metropolises almost guarantees the same level of appreciation across the country. To Russians, Moscow in particular represents much more than an urban center. The capital symbolizes desirable opportunities, fulfillment of dreams, prestigious education, and high standards of consumption. Needless to say, the Moscow lifestyle is associated with high social status, and it inspires the envy of the less fortunate visitors, who are well aware of the government policies that restrict settlement in Moscow.

Apart from high brand visibility, these two cities offer additional strategic advantages for Quick: the highest concentration of potential customers in one place, extensive city media coverage, and availability of a great advertising infrastructure. The St. Petersburg and Moscow populations have the largest average income among Russians, in combination with the peak density of wealthy people per square mile in the country. Add the growing popularity of fast food to the mix, and it becomes obvious why a central location in Moscow and St. Petersburg would offer Quick maximum brand visibility and much greater exposure to the needs of hungry middle-class Russians. 
When Quick first opened in Russia, its primary goal clearly was to establish brand recognition. As our research indicated, however, few Russians now recognize the brand logo or even know of the fast-food chain’s existence. This stands in stark contrast to the successful advertising strategies employed by Quick in Western Europe. 
Further, Quick Russia seems to ignore the advertising opportunities it could tap into through its parent company, Tashir. At the RIO shopping and entertainment centers, Quick might reach potential clients through coupons, discounts, and direct announcements. Here Quick’s promotional campaign in Russia balks, however. The company has no plans to produce video advertising, though all Tashir centers feature television screens throughout the complex. 
Moreover, Tashir has been a pioneer in unconventional marketing in Russia, by becoming the first company to show video ads in Moscow’s public transit system. These commercials play on customized, military-grade screens built into the sides of buses. Their specific design and placement on transportation units prevent potential vandals from reaching the monitors. Short video segments usually feature Tashir’s shopping and entertainment centers near Moscow. The ads draw attention to well-established store brands and accent specific benefits of each center. For example, one RIO ad features dancing women dressed in revealing, carnival-type clothing, and the commercial draws attention to the entertainment value of the RIO centers. The Russians surveyed agreed on its effectiveness and buzz appeal in numerous age groups, and one 60-year-old woman confessed to our correspondent that she was drawn by the commercial. Quick should directly tap into the buzz produced by the RIO ads, possibly by including short segments featuring its restaurant in the virtual ads on the buses. Thus the chain’s logo would appear next to recognizable popular brands and build the brand recognition that Quick so desperately seeks in Russia.
In Western Europe, the bulk of Quick’s promotional efforts target its market niche, young people between 15 and 25, who are the main consumers of fast food. Most Quick customers are members of this age group. To reach this segment, Quick uses unique communication methods and a deliberately offbeat tone. Its EU advertising strategy is based on sensationalism, humor, and nonconformist promotional attitudes. To appeal to the target population, Quick regularly features local actors and humorists. Young customers easily relate to Quick’s playful advertising.
Quick’s commercials never follow the conventional method of featuring the food and “selling” it to a hungry viewer. Instead, Quick uses popular characters and numerous references that only the young viewer understands. For example, South Park characters appeared in Quick’s recent ads. The company diligently tracks popular trends to remain cool, relevant, and hip. The cheeky and rebellious ways in which Quick expresses itself draw young people to the brand. 

To target the young population, Quick rejects the traditional media, taking advantage of new communication means instead. Quick’s marketing campaigns in Europe usually aim at generating buzz appeal. Generally, these campaigns are very short and rely on highly specific means of targeting a narrow demographic segment, and in this way Quick differentiates itself from its competitors. The company’s technique of creating a huge buzz appeal, amplifying it to the maximum, and then revealing what is behind it has been very successful in Western Europe. It directly relates to the young, trendy brand image that Quick seeks to maintain. These viral marketing techniques, however, require a general customer awareness of the brand, and they are not the best solution in countries like Russia, where Quick still is largely unknown. 

Also, it is questionable whether Quick’s experience in youth-targeted advertising will necessarily play to its advantage in Russia. Though the brand image appeals to the urban youngsters of the European Union countries, it may fail to have the same effect on Russia’s adolescents. The reason for our skepticism lies in Quick’s disappointing misunderstanding of Russia’s culture. As we pointed out earlier, the two capitals always outpace rural Russia in setting trends and styles for the youth. The most successful brand strategy in Russia is to establish popularity among the youth of Moscow or St. Petersburg and then flaunt that throughout the rest of Russia. Further, Quick will face considerable difficulty in creating and distributing video advertisements targeting particular urban markets. All of European Russia has coverage by major television stations, with virtually no local channels. If a company wishes to air brand ads, they must be relevant to all viewers across Russia.

On the other hand, Quick’s extensive background in advertising seems to prepare the company perfectly for campaigning in Moscow and St. Petersburg. Knowing and keeping up with market trends, high-tech releases, and new youth-oriented shows entails use of the skills needed to attract young Muscovites. It seems a big mistake that Quick chose not to go into Moscow and St. Petersburg to engage its rivals there. After all, a fight in the capital always receives more media coverage than its equivalent in more remote parts, given Russia’s huge distances between cities and notorious infrastructural underdevelopment. Spreading the word faces extra complications across Russia’s regions because of the substantially lower level of Internet penetration outside the major cities. Disregarding this known fact, Quick originally planned to launch a Russian website that would rival those of the high-tech market competition. A Russian website would support Quick’s claims of transparency in food labeling, and should create a buzz in Russia’s larger cities. The website release has been postponed because of the current financial insecurity and need to cut back on spending.

Confronting hard economic times in the Western European market, Quick has turned to viral advertising and cheaper ways to popularize its brand. Last January, the company launched a big multimedia communication campaign throughout France, Belgium, and Luxembourg aimed at retaining existing customers and recruiting new ones. To reach the target population of customers between 15 and 25 years old, Quick used their preferred communication means: the Internet and mobile phone messaging, bolstered by television and radio ads. Quick purchased banners on popular websites and launched its own site designed specifically for the six-week promotional campaign. The temporary website offered online games, videos, and several interactive applications. During the campaign in January 2009, in only three weeks, Quick’s website generated traffic of over 300,000 visitors. Yet the core of this campaign consisted of mobile-phone marketing. In a period of six weeks, Quick sent out over 15,000 text messages to its customers. The Russian mobile market had a level of penetration of approximately 70% in 2007, while Internet penetration in Russia barely reached 21% in 2007. Naturally, a mobile-marketing strategy would work well for Quick in its new location. Regrettably, Quick Russia defines viral marketing not as upbeat, high-technology text messaging but as traditional print advertising, which it plans to distribute throughout the Metro stations.
The low advertising profile that Quick has kept in Russia is quite understandable, given the difficult situation in which it entered the market. As a result, the Quick brand is unlikely to make a positive impression on consumers from the outset. But the firm should start thinking seriously about its clients of tomorrow. Once Quick has solved its entry problems, the chain must focus primarily on rebuilding its brand image and spreading positive word-of-mouth advertising through the new media. This should draw new young customers to the chain and build loyalty among existing clients. Luckily, it seems that the current, extremely low level of brand recognition will boost the company’s chance of long-term success by allowing Quick to redefine and ultimately reposition itself for the Russian market, even after a terrible performance year in Russia.
Quick must focus all efforts on finding reliable local suppliers, to improve the quality of its food and increase the efficiency of the entire supply channel, with the aim of restoring customer satisfaction. The chain must diversify its products to cater to the Russian population’s tastes, which are now accustomed to the variety of the fast-food chains. Once Quick has taken these steps, it will become clear whether the above-average pricing strategy works in the Russian market. It is vital for Quick to gain ground in Moscow and/or St. Petersburg’s centrally located restaurant sites. The location strategy also should incorporate the designer décor that made Quick popular and convenient in Western Europe.
Quick needs to redefine its brand value for the Russian market. The company must concentrate its efforts on building brand recognition among Russian consumers, mainly through viral marketing and promotion strategies. It is advisable for the company to tap into the advertising resources of its partner company, Tashir, and to begin mobile messaging and web-based marketing. It is tremendously important to start by generating buzz in Russia’s two capitals. Because Quick already has experience working with young consumers in Europe, the company can immediately use this approach to its advantage in Russia’s trendy urban centers. 
After all, Russia’s fast-food industry is still in its infancy, and no one can expect to find an easy way to solve the emerging-market problems all at once. According to our research, consistent corporate marketing efforts could move the company to the forefront of Russia’s fast-food chains and help Quick find its Eastern European goldmine at last.
…The soldier in the tale managed to perform a miracle: making porridge from an ax for him and the old woman to eat. There are plenty of customers in Russia waiting for a similar outcome: the miracle of tasty, healthier fast-food options straight from Quick’s counters. And it may be on the way, tovarishchi (comrades)! 
�  The Economist, May 16-22, 2009, p. 55.
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iii “Obzor rynka franshiz restoranov bystrovogo pitaniia” (Overview of the Fast Food Franchise Market), Be a Boss, first quarter of 2007,  � HYPERLINK "http://www.beboss.ru/whatisfranchising/?gr=1" �http://www.beboss.ru/whatisfranchising/?gr=1�


iv Ed Bentley, “McCrisis Profitable for Fast Food Chains,” Moscow News, March 12, 2009.
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