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A Bigger Bite

Georgia-based restaurant chain My Friend's Place may have a mom-and-pop vibe,
but the deli concept says it has plans for franchised growth. By KIRSTEN SRINIVASAN

WHEN ROSALIND AND DAVID KATZ FOUNDED MY FRIEND'S PLACE IN
December 1980, they had an “extremely limited budget,” Dawid
Katz recounts. So, they had a party and asked for help building
it. Their friends helped put stained glass in the windows, tile the
floor and install carpeting. “All our neighbors and friends
helped build it,” he says. As a result, they named it My Friends’
Flace, later moving the apostrophe for marketing purposes.

Today, My Friend’s Place includes 28 restaurants in Geargia,
Mississippi and, recently, Tennessee, but David Katz says he
and his wife of 40 years are not satisfied yet.

“For being in the business now for 25 years, we feel we
haven't grown fast enough,” he says.

They started franchising in 1991 and in the past took a con-
servalive approach, growing one store at a ime, They learned
franchising little by little, he notes,

A recent April store opening in Franklin, Tenn., marked the
company’s first franchised restaurant with a potential unit
developer and first multi-unit user.

“It's a big step,” Katz says. “This is really a pilot store for us.”

The new restaurant will test the concept’s ability to dmaw cus-
tomers for dinner, as well as lunch, with longer hours. Most all
My Friend’s Place restaurants in the Atlanta area are only open
for lunch and corporate catering,

Katz says in the past, the limited hours made the franchise
attractive for operators with families. “That's one of the reasons
we decided to go from 8 to 3 in the afternoon,” he says. “We
wanted to spend time with our girs, coaching softball games
and going to gymnastic meets. Now, then's so much competi-
tion and rising rents, that the new larger stores will almost have
to stay open seven days a week. We have seen the retail food
business grow tremendously in the past 25 years and with it,
we've seen the competibion come into Atlanta.”

The company recently revamped the restaurants, adding
booths and bright yellow; lime green colors. “We spent quite a
bit of time redesigning it on our own,” Katz says. “We had
some consultants come in on a short-term basis, but basically »
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» ourcompany came up with the final design which we are very,
very happy with.”

Katz wants o grow to 100 restaurants in the next five vears.
Now that he and his wife have fine-tuned the concept, he
hopes to find people with knowledge and experience in build-
ing the internal infrastructure of the franchise company, he
says. “ We are really searching for help and that’s the next step
now that we've got everything down - the operations, the
products and the design, * Katz states. “ We need o have some
people come in with us, invest, and take over operations
because my wife and 1 have been doing it for so many years
now. We love helping people get into the business and getting
their store built and training them. We get a tremendous satis-
faction with helping them succeed. Roz and [ really like what
we do, and like working together. And, we are proud of what
we have accomplished and what lies ahead, However, we are
ready to slow down.”

AMINDFUL OF MODERATION
Katz doesn't describe My Friend's Place's menu as health food,
buthe says it is on the healthier and fresher side of the spectrum
“One of the main reasons westarted our own sandwich shop
was, when we were In Atlanta, back in 1980, there were only
tablecloth or fast-food restaurants,” he says. “There was noth-
ing like the Northeast mom-and-pop stores. We wanted to do
our own thing so that we could create our own recipes, rather
than having everything processed. Using our recipes, each
store makes their own fresh product every day. By not produc-

ing our proprietary recipe products in a central commissary, we
avoid additional preservatives and cost, and loss of freshness
by having to ship them in trucks. Each store buys the same
ingredients and makes the recipes right at their own location,
and we know it's a healthier and fresher product.”

He and his wife are both joggers and health-conscious.
“We're not health nuts,” he admits. “We believe in moderation,
in eating healthier”

My Friend's Place serves regular products, but some aspects
of its menu are healthier than the average. For example, he
says, it uses less than half the mayonnaise on its products than
many competitors do. It offers salads and healthier products,
such as turkey.

Fthnic foods are another trend, he notes. “People want to
change, but hamburger is still king,” Katz states. “I always
read in the ndustry media that people say they want to eat
better, but when they get to the place and walk up to the
counter, they don’t. It's more difficult for a small company like
me to get my message across. In advertising, we can only
afford to spend a fraction of what the big companies do, soit's
word of mouth for us.

“That's why we've been around for 25 years,” he adds. “We
have kind of a cultish following, People start to appreciate what
they are eating and realize a lot of health problems can come
from what they eat and drink. It's a conscious effort every day
of what vou are going to put inside your body.”

Headds the corporate market is more conscious of what it eats
and this has given My Friend’s Flace success in this niche. /%
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