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About the Weekly Briefing Report 

 

I write the Weekly Briefing Report to provide an 

immediate view of the market. I value your 

feedback and I would particularly appreciate 

your thoughts on the topics you would like me to 

add to my coverage – contact me at 

peter@peterbackmanfs.com 

 

My insight 
 

In a recent issue of my Weekly Briefing Report I noted the many similarities between 1978 and 

2022.  In this issue I continue the theme of learning lessons from those earlier times.  

 

This week, I feature the reflections of Andrew Guy at one time CEO of City Centre Restaurants 

(now The Restaurant Group), responsible for the launch and expansion of a number of brands, as 

well as creating Frankie & Benny’s. Here he sets out a broad range of issues that prevailed in 1978: 

 

1978  

 

In 1978 I was an Area Manager for the Chef & Brewer Steak House and Schooner Inns 

Division of the Berni Inns Group (BIG). I had joined them in my mid-twenties as a graduate 

trainee; one year later I was an Area Manager in the West Country, and relocated to 

London in 1977. 

 

The restaurant world of 1978 was very different.  Steak houses led the way; the Berni Inn 

brand was by far the largest with nearly 200 outlets, BIG also operated Chef & Brewer Steak 

Houses and Schooner Inns. In the mid-70’s it was thought to be the largest full-service 

restaurant chain outside the USA; by 1995 it was gone, the final inns sold to Beefeater. 

 

What were the challenges and lessons during the financial crisis of 1978 and the years 

immediately before and after? Inflation was high compared to today, but it had been 

around for a number of years and was to a great extent taken for granted and built into 

the system. 5% inflation seemed ‘normal’, and it was only when inflation continued to rise to 

double-digits did a sense of crisis loom.    

 

For a restaurant company the most obvious impact, of course, are price rises from suppliers. 

They, in turn, must manage the process of passing them on to their customers. BIG was the 

first restaurant company to have ‘scale’ and was a very efficient buyer. It had up to four 

competing national butchers, whose beef was imported from Argentina, cut to portion size 

and supplied to the restaurants ready to use. Far less waste and lower skills meant lower 

wages, but even so, inflation drove these prices up.  

 

One lesson to learn is that during times of inflation don’t let your prices fall behind if your 

cost pressures are increasing. All prices are going up; the public are dismayed and 

confused, but they get used to it happening everywhere. BIG’s policy was to regularly 
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increase their prices, little and often.  If you hang on, it is very noticeable to your customers 

when you are eventually forced to make a big catch-up increase.  

 

Associated with this is the fear of ‘breaking a customer’s psychological barrier’. 

Management fear the possible damage if, for example “our signature item has been £4.95 

for a long time – what will be the consequence of going through the £5 ‘barrier’?” Well 

you’re going to have to do it one day, so follow the previous paragraph and get on with it. 

   

A second issue in 1978, much as today, was that staff shortages and recruitment were a 

challenge. Working in a restaurant was seen as ‘being in service’ and many Brits felt it 

beneath them. BIG had many hourly paid staff from Europe, especially from Spain and 

Portugal which were very poor countries in those days.  

 

A further element which maintained BIG’s success even during inflationary times was its 

focus on value for money, and that is certainly relevant for today’s most successful 

companies. When people’s discretionary purchasing power has diminished, they look even 

more closely at prices and value, and companies which get it right can continue to 

expand during these times.   

 

As important today as it was in 1978 is to have a financial structure that can take a 

downturn into account. BIG was owned by the giant Grand Metropolitan Hotels plc so had 

the backing to support it. It is no different to what happens today: businesses with 

insufficient funds, too much debt, and not a clearly differentiated concept, will fail.   

 

Finally, difficult economic times will not discourage new concepts from being launched. 

There is a lesson to learn from previous times of financial crisis, be it 1978 or 2008: do not 

ignore emerging competition with a similar offer to yours – they will be ambitious, and they 

may well have a new, more exciting way to present it to the public. You are at risk if you 

are complacent. 

 

Many businesses which started during economic downturns, went on to be very successful 

as times improved. Beefeater Steakhouses, owned by Whitbread, started in 1974, and grew 

slowly but steadily. BIG didn’t respond to their growing attraction, and fundamentally 

ignored them until it was too late. Eventually Whitbread bought what was left of BIG as sites 

to convert. 

 

As for start-ups in difficult times, in 1977 Bob Payton opened the first Chicago Pizza Pie 

Factory, a concept that became so successful that it opened in a dozen cities around 

Europe, the first of a stable of brands that included Henry J Beans, The Chicago Rib Shack, 

Chicago Meatpackers and The Windy City Bar & Grill. 

 

If today you have a great idea, then do it. 

 

Andrew underlines that when things look difficult, you can pretty much rest assured that others 

have already grappled with the complexities. So, search them out, listen to them and learn from 

what they have to say. 

 

What lessons do have you learned from trading in 1978? 

 

The rest of this Weekly Briefing Report provides a summary of the limited news in the last week: 
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News in the past week 
Financial & Legal 

 

• ONS research reveals 37% of professional office workers in London work from home 

versus 14% before the pandemic 

 

Restaurants 

 

• Turtle Bay LFL turnover increased 48.6% in the three months to end June versus 2019 

• The Restaurant Group acquires Barburrito  

• Tortilla LfL sales rose 19% in the first half of 2022 versus 2019 

 

Leisure 

 

• Leisure units on leisure parks grew 19% at the end of May versus 2019 

 

Suppliers 

 

• Fever-Tree sales rose 13% in the latest six months versus 2021 

 

Delivery companies 

 

• Deliveroo GTV rose 4% in UK and Ireland in the quarter to end June; RoW rose 1% 

 

Around the World 

 

• Autogrill plans to merge with Dufry, retail travel hub concessionaire 

• SSP reports turnover falls -11% in the latest quarter versus 2019 

• Domino’s Pizza (DP Poland) LfL system-wide sales rose 23.5% in June versus 2021; dine in 

sales up 55.8% 

 

 

 

 

 

Delivery offers in the week 

 

• Deliveroo: Enjoy our family Meal Deals this summer 

• Deliveroo: We say 20% of (or more) 

• Just Eat: Score unmissable deals  

• UberEats: Free delivery, this Eat Wednesday 

• UberEats: A tasty deal on your next meal 
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