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Executive Summary 

 

This paper discusses current and future marketing opportunities for Off the Grid, a San Francisco 

based mobile food event company that provides diverse cuisines and a lively atmosphere in 

which to socialize. These events occur daily in the Bay Area of Northern California. However, 

with the success that Off the Grid has experienced over the past five years, the company hired 

our team, Nomad Consulting, to explore the process of expanding to other West Coast cities in a 

way that effectively communicates the company’s core values to communities and municipal 

stakeholders residing outside the San Francisco Bay Area. Nomad Consulting has done this by 

successfully matching the shared values of Off the Grid with public, private, and community 

stakeholders. This information was collected from both primary and secondary research. Our 

team conducted research and outreach with vendors and customers at current off the Grid 

marketplaces, which is detailed in full in Appendix A. To determine where and how Off the Grid 

will have the most success with this expansion, we have outlined key factors around current best 

practices and industry trends. In addition, we identified key stakeholders and target customer 

segments and determined the value propositions that Off the Grid provides to each, presented a 

competitive landscape of the industry in which Off the Grid operates, and used these analyses 

and trends to determine strategies and opportunities for growth. The recommended opportunities 

revolve around Off the Grid’s current success in placemaking, which is the process of creating 

community value from underutilized space. Through placemaking, Off the Grid has great 

potential to thrive in new cities, but it will prove essential to understand how and when to 

implement the proposed tactics specifically outlined within this document. 
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Off the Grid Brand Attributes 

 

Beginnings: 
Off the Grid was founded in June of 2010 by Matt Cohen with the simple idea that grouping 

street food vendors together in an open-air market would create an environment for family, 

friends, and neighbors to share a positive neighborhood experience. While living in Japan as 

a foreign exchange teacher, Matt Cohen discovered the benefits of communal dining while 

eating high-quality street food at local open-air food markets. After returning to the US, 

Matt simultaneously worked to develop his skills in public relations while crafting his open-

air food market concept into a strategic business plan that he later used to engage deeply 

with the public, private, and community stakeholders of San Francisco. After lobbying for 

permitting changes at local city planning meetings with a strong base of engaged food 

vendors by his side for nearly 2 years, Matt was able to restructure the permitting process 

and move forward with his open-air market concept (M. Cohen, personal communications, 

2015). When the first market launched in 2010, the concept was (and continues to be) 

simple; to build economic vitality while providing communities with unique food 

experiences where they live, work, and play. Today the concept has grown into an 

unstoppable Bay Area trend with more than 47 weekly markets operating throughout the 

San Francisco Bay Area (Off the Grid Official Website, 2015).  

 

Business Methodology: 
 

 
Image 6. http://violetfog.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/off-the-grid.jpeg 
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Off the Grid has a unique business methodology that couples the business’ passion and 

ethos with a clear strategy for engagement with citywide stakeholders. They are aware that 

local communities, businesses, and public entities mustn’t merely buy-in to the concept, but 

utilize it for mutual benefit. Without permits, there is no market, without customers there is 

no revenue, and without vendors, there is no product. The risks attached to building a 

community experience in a new location are high, yet Off the Grid is driven by their belief 

that communities should be able to come together and enjoy good food and good company 

in a quality environment.   

 

To make this strategy a reality, Off the Grid relies heavily on earned and paid social media 

to connect with and scale its audience following. They believe in promoting win-win-win 

opportunities for the entrepreneurs they work with by maintaining fixed cost structures well 

below standard food market industry rates. They negotiate vendor permitting and policy 

regulation criteria on behalf of local vendors and municipalities, while working to guarantee 

that the customer experience is uniquely tailored to the identity of the local neighborhood 

population (S. Kennedy, personal communication, 2015).  

 
Brand Platform:  
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Brand Values: 
 

 
(Culture Presentation, 2015) 
 
Sustainability Story:  

The sustainability aspect that surrounds Off the Grid was ingrained at its conception. Most 

notably, it is a brand that is based on a commitment to bringing small business owners 

together in an effort to build and sustain socio cultural gatherings within a chosen public 

setting (Off the Grid Official Website, 2015). Off the Grid supports those small food 

entrepreneurs in a traditionally high-risk restaurant marketplace by setting vendor rates and 

catering prices at a below-market rate. In essence, Off the Grid has intentionally reduced the 

barriers to entry by diversifying their product platform and subsidizing vendors out of 

pocket expenses. From an environmental perspective, Off the Grid complies with the San 

Francisco Department of Environment’s Zero Waste Program by requiring 3-part waste 

disposal (trash, recycling, and compost) as well as compostable service materials at all of 

their events (M. Cohen, personal communication, 2015). The zero footprint mentality leaves 

the market space cleaner at the end of each event than when the event started, which 

reinforces the location partner's willingness to collaborate with Off the Grid.  
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Stakeholder Analysis 
 
Value Map: 

Over the past five years Off the Grid has become a well-established brand that brings value 

to a wide range of customer segments. Although the company’s core competencies, also 

known as its products and services in Figure 1, lie in its lively communal gathering spaces, 

food truck permitting expertise, and private catering services, it is important to be aware of 

all of the additional attributes that create value for Off the Grid customers. A few of these 

gain creators are the increases in property value, increased foot traffic for the surrounding 

brick and mortar businesses, and space for neighbors to come together as a community. 

Lastly, Off the Grid is able to solve problems in their stakeholder’s lives through their 

activation of underutilized space, building of political goodwill, and ability to bring high 

quality, creative food to communities that did not previously have many choices. 

 
Figure 1. Visual representation of Off the Grid’s stakeholder value map  
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Stakeholder Value Propositions: 

Nomad Consulting has determined that Off the Grid provides this distinctive value to the 

following five primary stakeholders: customers, vendors, city government officials, brick 

and mortar business owners, and property owners and partners. Detailed explanations of 

Off the Grid’s business relationships with these five stakeholders can be found in 

Appendix B. However, below are the identified Value Propositions that Off the Grid 

provides to each. 

Customers: 

Off the Grid brings the food to the customer by convening local food truck vendors to sell 

delicious food in lively shared spaces that were not previously activated. 

Vendors: 

Off the Grid helps food truck vendors achieve long-term business goals by providing 

them with the tools they need to make and sell food within their community. 

City Government Officials: 

Off the Grid builds political goodwill by bringing cultural experiences that allow 

neighbors to connect with each other and increase overall safety and vitality of 

underutilized urban spaces.  

Brick and Mortar Business Owners: 

Off the Grid brings increased foot traffic to the local businesses that surround their 

markets and to the businesses that lie between their markets and local public 

transportation hubs.  

Property Owners and Partners: 

Off the Grid increases property values and venue exposure through food diversity and 

increased foot traffic. 
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Vendor Segment Analysis 

 

As conveyed through Off the Grid’s value propositions, the company services a wide 

variety of stakeholders at various stages of their business cycle. Regardless, it is the 

vendors, both established and emerging (detailed below), that provide Off the Grid’s 

revenue that are the company’s most direct customer segment. When exploring new 

markets outside of the Bay Area, it will be important for Off the Grid to differentiate 

between the established vendor segment and the emerging vendor segment. The 

established vendor segment gives Off the Grid local brand recognition and a quorum of 

followers while the emerging vendors serve as the next generation customer. After 

securing a base of established vendors in a new market, Off the Grid should focus on the 

needs and value propositions specific to the growing segments of emerging vendors. As 

seen in Figure 2, Nomad Consulting has identified the jobs, gains and pains that are 

relevant to the vendor segments.  
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Figure 2. Visual representation of vendor’s jobs, gains & pains. 

 

Established Vendors: 

Roughly 40% of Off the Grid vendors have been working with the company for over two 

years and have proven business models and loyal followings. This subset of vendors, 

which Nomad Consulting refers to as established vendors, often have an established brick 

and mortar presence in the community and are able to validate Off the Grid’s local 

presence. When customers come to an Off the Grid market and see familiar local vendors 

with quality food they respect, the event gains authenticity. Even if the customer 

patronizes a different vendor, they have been drawn in because they saw a familiar 

vendor.  
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Emerging Vendors: 

However, when Off the Grid enters a new community, the established vendor segment 

might not be as robust. The emerging segment typically consists of chefs working to 

prove their business model, develop enough revenue to open a brick and mortar location, 

or grow their customer base in order to achieve their long-term strategic business goals. 

When communicating with these vendors, the company should highlight the extensive 

permitting and operating value that they are able to provide.  

 

When opening markets in new communities, Off the Grid offers emerging food truck 

vendors a fresh opportunity to develop their business. Through Off the Grid markets, 

emerging vendors gain access to customers in a location previously inaccessible and 

benefit from collaborative marketing. Perhaps more importantly, they become further 

ingrained into the mesh of the community by participating with other established vendors 

and partners to activate city spaces. This low-risk partnership can lead to permanent, 

hassle-free locations for vendors to increase their income and customer base while 

participating in a positive community atmosphere.  
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Customer Segment Analysis 

 

As conveyed through Off the Grid’s value propositions and vendor segment analysis, the 

company services a wide variety of stakeholders at various stages of their business cycle. 

Regardless, it is the customers who bring their events to life that make the events what 

they are. In the Bay Area, Off the Grid has established a number of customer segments, 

such as the millennial segment, that are well understood. However, as the company 

expands into new markets, it will be important to understand the less common but equally 

important segments such as the family customer segment, which is most active at Off the 

Grid’s partnership events. As seen in Figure 3, Nomad Consulting has identified the jobs, 

gains and pains of Off the Grid’s customer segments.  

 
Figure 3. Visual representation of customer jobs, gains & pains 
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Millennial Customer Segment: 

The demographics of Off the Grid’s average market attendee is between the ages of 25 

and 44 with an individual income of $69,052 (based on zip codes of 1,600 respondents) 

(Off the Grid, Internal Survey Results, 2015). These statistics shine a light squarely on 

the millennial generation, which is shown to be Off the Grid’s most lucrative customer 

segment not only because of the money they bring to the market but because of the social 

media presence they bestow on the company. The millennial segment, roughly defined as 

being between the ages of 18-35, will likely be the core customer segment in any location 

that Off the Grid moves to.  As such, when developing marketing tactics for Off the 

Grid’s customers in an untested location, they will be hard to leave out. However, it will 

be important to remember that much like the wide range of vendors, the demographics of 

Off the Grid’s customer base is equally as broad and dictated by the location, timing, and 

offerings activated at the particular market. 
 

Family Customer Segment: 

Nomad Consulting believes that one of Off the Grid’s largest customer sub-segments is 

the family segment. While observing the flow of Off the Grid events, Nomad Consulting 

recognized that the most common customer segment at partnership events tend to be 

families. To capitalize on this trend in new communities, Off the Grid should establish 

partnerships with well-respected community organizations such as housing associations 

and museums that are willing to co-host destination markets. These events are great ways 

for the company to successfully integrate the Off the Grid brand into an unfamiliar 

community while driving traffic and interest that supports the services of the host 

organization. 

 

Families come to these events because of the wide variety of food options, live music, 

discounted museum entrance, and festive atmosphere. As such, we believe it is important 

for Off the Grid to prioritize the jobs, pains and gains of the families segment, as seen 

above in Figure 3, when developing community partnerships in new cities. 
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Off the Grid delivers value for families like the Lees by attending to several essential 

pains and gains. First and foremost, partnership markets provide food choices and 

entertainment for the whole family, offering Tanya and Jack a brief respite from their job 

as parents without ever having to leave their children’s side. In addition to supporting 

local businesses, the family enjoys feeling like a true community participant as parents 

have the opportunity to socialize while children play and interact.    

 

Landscape Analysis & Case Studies 

 

In order to create a plan that effectively communicates the value that Off the Grid 

provides to its stakeholders, it is important to understand the current market trends and 

competitive landscape that the company operates in. We also examined the forces and 

factors that affect the company’s ability to maintain long-term profitability, as well 

specific examples of other company’s success. 

 

Cultural Trend Analysis: 

When analyzing important market trends among mobile food industry customers, the 

following four stood out as particularly noteworthy due to Off the Grid’s chance to 

capitalize on each of these trends through value propositions and opportunities. 
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1. Experience-focused – more consumers, and not just Millennials, are choosing to spend 

a greater portion of their income on experiences, such as vacationing or dining out. 

(Schultz, 2015) Experiential diners in general tend to be the leaders of their social circles 

– with 72% reporting that people ask them for restaurant recommendations and 65% 

saying they often plan large social gatherings among their networks. They skew female, 

millennial, affluent, and enjoy dining out (69% are women, 51% are age 18-34, and 28% 

of respondents earn over $130,000 a year). A majority of them go out to eat for dinner at 

least twice a week (Rise, 2015).   

 

2. Fresh ingredients - “Millennials’ passion for food related adventures is undeniable, but 

Gen Z, the demographic group born after Millennials (1995 to present), brings a food 

attitude toward simplicity, health and fresh ingredients.” (Lempert, 2014) This trend, 

however, is shared by far more customers than just Gen Z.  

 

3. Ethnic diversity within diet – “People now eat foods with origins in cultures other than 

their own, especially in the United States, where almost all dishes originated elsewhere 

but have been modified to suit mainstream tastes. This trend is a part of a larger 

movement toward diversity in all aspects of life.” (Rodriguez, n.d.)  

 

4. Sharing food images – Most social media feeds are now dominated by babies, 

weddings, pets and food. In fact, an estimated 29 million food photos are shared monthly. 

(Mintel, 2014) Even when not sharing food, an ever-growing portion of the population 

shares experiences across social media as a way of presenting themselves and their 

identity. (Schultz, 2015) 

  

Competitive Strengths: 

Using Porter Five Forces as a framework to analyze the level of competition within the 

industry to inform our business strategy, we found Off the Grid to sit in a relatively 

strong position. Although there are few fixed assets required to replicate what Off the 

Grid has done, their specialist knowledge of the mobile vending industry and the 

practices they have established would be hard to replicate. When launching markets in 
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new communities, Off the Grid should pay particular attention to the threat of 

substitution. It would be possible for a competing food option to offer great, diverse good 

in a space that engages the community. For this reason, Off the Grid should always focus 

on the new, emerging vendors in a space to bring them into their fold instead of face them 

as a competitor or a substitute at another market, fair, or annual event. Further takeaways 

and key concepts from each of the five forces seen in Figure 4 can be found in Appendix 

C. 

 

 
Figure 4. Visual Representation of Porter’s Five Forces 

 
Comparative Analysis: 
 

In addition to the ways that various forces affect Off the Grid’s power, we also examined 

the industry as a whole. Assessing the competitive landscape in such a diverse space is 

difficult because it is not a zero sum game. We believe that there would be major 

takeaways for Off the Grid from mobile vendors, an industry that has grown by 12.4% 

over the last 5 years. However, the 650 million in annual revenue of the mobile vending 
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industry is only about 1% of restaurant sales (Intuit, 2012), and there are other businesses 

in the food space that face similar growth issues. Nomad Consulting has identified a 

diverse list of food businesses to examine the broad industry landscape and the key 

takeaways for Off the Grid. We looked at SoMa StrEat Food Park for a separate Bay 

Area example of a rotating lineup of food trucks. Portland food trucks, Brooklyn Flea, 

and Smorgasbord served to help us understand local successes in different geographic 

locations. Dinner Lab is a company that has taken a local dining experience and 

expanded their company nationally to many marketplaces. Finally, we looked at Shake 

Shack to look at a high-end fast food restaurant with national recognition. 

 

After completing our examination of these food businesses and their place in the industry 

landscape, we refined our takeaways for Off the Grid’s expansion. Each of these 

companies has studied the places they operate and adapted their business to the specific 

needs of each market. Dinner Lab in New York starts later than in other cities. In Los 

Angeles, they have to disclose the general location of the events before people will buy 

tickets, even though in most marketplaces the location is announced 24 hours before the 

event. They were able to successfully apply their core product and adapt the specific 

needs of the market place. SoMa StrEat Food Park thrives on its socially engaging 

atmosphere and by highlighting the variety of cuisine provided by its vendors. They do a 

great job orchestrating their virtual and physical spaces to include and feature vendors so 

that it feels more like a community gathering than a business. Portland food cart vendors 

have collectively organized their trucks into food hubs in high traffic, yet previously 

underutilized spaces, such as empty city parking lots. By occupying a central space in the 

heart of the city, these food cart pods enable individuals in urban environments to enjoy a 

quick service, high value meal, often as a replacement to unhealthy fast food chains. 

They have created this communal place that offers a quality solution to a basic need. 

Shake Shack’s dedication to community building dates back to its first location, which 

was opened in an effort to revive Madison Square Park. More recently, the company has 

brought in Ping-Pong tables and bocce courts into locations in an effort to encourage 

customers to use the restaurants as communal gathering places. A more complete write 

up of each company can be found in Appendix D. 
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Optimizing Placemaking for Off the Grid  
 

As mentioned above, there are many ways to create opportunity and vitality in various 

environments, under a multitude of differing circumstances. A key takeaway from the 

research completed on the five alternative businesses above, is their ability to understand 

their unique culture and setting to best fulfill the needs of their target customers. Each 

accomplishes this through a variety of tactics and measures that directly stem from the 

opportunities within their unique space. Off the Grid has accomplished great success in 

the Bay Area due to their ability to optimize and use the strengths within their own 

environment.  

 

For example, San Francisco is a high traffic city, where communal open space is both 

desired and hard to come by. Through Off the Grid’s use of areas like the Presidio and 

Fort Mason, they have developed community events that allow individuals to experience 

these areas in a new and dynamic atmosphere. Secondly, Off the Grid has found success 

in identifying and adapting underutilized areas outside of the city into new gathering 

spaces for family and friends. All with the underlying, connecting factor of food. San 

Francisco is home to cultures and cuisines from all around the world that unfortunately 

do not find enough opportunity to overlap with one another. Off the Grid understood that 

its customer in the Bay Area wanted a place to relax and enjoy the city, socialize with 

others, and experience the diversity of cuisines their city has to offer.  

 

This concept of place-based development is central to Off the Grid’s identity, and 

expanding to culturally and geographically different areas is a challenging task. 

Replicating current practices and operations specifically as they apply in the Bay Area 

may prove highly unsuccessful for Off the Grid. However, replicating the 

conceptualization and process behind these operations will lead to appropriate practices 

given local conditions. Nomad Consulting believes placemaking should be at the 

forefront of Off the Grid’s interests and focus as they move into new locations.  

 

Placemaking focuses on a community’s natural environment by harnessing its socio-

cultural and economic advantages to best leverage sustainable, economic growth. It 



OFF THE GRID MARKETING PLAN, 2015                           19 

utilizes these location-specific strengths to construct a place where a community can 

thrive. There are four main components to placemaking, which are listed below. 

Additionally, a visual representation of placemaking can be found in Appendix E. 

 

1. Sociability 

Great social spaces are places where celebrations are held, social and economic 

exchanges occur, friends run into each other, and cultures mix. (What Makes a Successful 

Place?, n.d.) They are inclusive, diverse, interactive and neighborly. The end goal for Off 

the Grid is to create a market space that allows for primary customer segments to be able 

to plan attendance in advance, gather as a group, comfortably socialize, enjoy, and 

appreciate their values, core products and services.   

 

2.  Uses and Activities  

Having something to do gives people a reason to come - and to return. Off the Grid 

brings an innate advantage by including the dining activity, but having a partner that adds 

value or added amenities improves the atmosphere. Places thrive when users have a range 

of reasons to be there. These might include a place to sit, playgrounds to enjoy, art to 

touch, music to hear, food to eat, history to experience, and people to meet. Ideally, some 

of these activities will be unique to that particular place, reflecting the culture and history 

of the surrounding community. (The Origin of the Power of 10, n.d.) The end goal for Off 

the Grid is to create a market that highlights the local communities desired uses, and 

preference for entertainment, by providing additional services with high social value and 

enjoyment.     

 

3.  Access and Linkages  

Visual and physical connections with a place’s surroundings are extremely important for 

a location to attract customers. Access to public transportation options, as well as 

parking, also factor into the efficacy of a market location. When identifying optimal 

market locations, Off the Grid looks for specific characteristics, including visibility, 

accessibility for both vehicles and pedestrians, and spacial restrictions to avoid tough 

entry points. (Himlan, B, Personal Communication, 11/15/15)  Nomad Consulting 
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recommends particular focus around transportation links, parking and the visual setting 

customers would see when approaching the market. The end goal is to open new Off the 

Grid markets in spaces and locations that are both visually and physically easy to access, 

day or night, by the primary customer segments through successful linkage between 

markets and transit hubs. 

 

4.  Comfort and Image 

Perceptions of safety, cleanliness and accessibility should not be underestimated. Does 

the area present a good first impression? Having enough seating and giving people the 

choice to sit where they want is a comfort piece often overlooked. Off the Grid can 

emphasize current safety records at other markets to promote the ability of their markets 

to improve community image and perceptions around safety and vitality. The end goal for 

Off the Grid is to design a safe and comfortable market that reflects the desires and direct 

inputs of Off the Grid’s core customer segments, vendors and local stakeholders and 

creates an image that has a multiplying effect on vitality and usability. 
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Recommendations, Tactics, and Outreach 

 

We have identified opportunities and tactics relating to placemaking that will 

successfully guide Off the Grid in new locations by utilizing their strengths as a company 

to match pre-existing environmental opportunities with the needs of the individuals living 

in these areas. This model addresses components within each of the four previously 

mentioned segments of placemaking. It can be used as a map and general timeline to 

determine strategic implementation of tactics and key stakeholders with whom to 

communicate throughout the expansion process.  

 

 
 
Sociability: Tactics for Implementation 

 
Pre-Market   

1) Women and Minority Owned Business Workshops- Great social places are diverse 

and it’s important to ensure all members of the community are included. 

Partnering with small business development centers to host workshops specific to 
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navigating the small business landscape and permitting process develops business 

vitality among potential vendors while establishing Off the Grid as an inclusive 

community member. Workshops could be held at potential Off the Grid locations 

and exist as public/private partnerships opportunity between off the Grid and 

economic development agencies.  
 

During Launch 

1) Themed Nightlife Events - Extend the experience for the nightlife crowd that finds 

the urge for a later meal on the weekends. Draw more social customers and 

establish an additional layer of atmosphere to markets through trivia nights, sports 

viewing events or tailored food offerings to highlight and feature food truck 

vendors. Off the Grid could even incentivize families as well as customers 

organizing social events among friends by giving preferential seating options to 

groups over 8. 

 

 Sociability: Outreach Strategies 
 

The Women and Outreach for Minority Owned Business Workshops revolve around 

communicating the benefits of collaboration between local small business development 

centers, emerging vendors, and Off the Grid with local municipalities. According to Jose 

Corona, the Director of Strategic Partnerships for the City of Oakland, the best strategy 

for engaging the city is to see what group or organization at the city, non profit, or 

business level is focused on elevating women and minority owned businesses and 

building a partnership that enhances their mission.  

 

It is important to not only create content that is tailored to the unique needs of minority 

and women owned businesses, but to also emphasize how Off the Grid is willing to adapt 

their business methodology to incorporate the needs of these core business owners. By 

building upon the unique programs and initiatives that already exist in the community 

they hope to build new markets, Off the Grid will show that they have initiative, values, 

and the necessary business infrastructure to allow locally owned business to grow and 

thrive (Corona, J, Personal Communication, 11/30/15). 
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Off the Grid knows the importance of hosting pilot events to test new market concepts in 

unique local business environments. By wielding the power of co-collaborative design, 

Off the Grid should work to build culturally relevant viral competitions, such as the 

“Name the Design, Win the shirt” competition, most recently conducted for their San 

Francisco Instagram Winter Collection. Themed weekend events that highlight 

entertainment appeal to various customers segments, including Off the Grid’s core 

millennial customer. Similar promotional communication tactics could adapt easily for 

the young family with a campaign that targets the pains and the gains of parents. 

 

Uses and Activities: Tactics for Implementation 

 

Pre-Market  

1) Creative Partnerships- Leverage the success of Off the Grid’s creative 

partnerships with institutions like Oakland Museum of California to break into, 

and build trust with, creative industries in new cities. Identify a spokesperson to 

help connect Off the Grid with new contacts outside of the Bay Area to help 

generate creative content for outreach. Also, generate high-quality marketing 

collateral in the form of an infographic or large format poster design that 

communicates the impact Off the Grid has had on the creative industry.    

 

During Launch 

1) Incentivized Engagement - Combining loyalty rewards with technology creates a 

chance for Off the Grid to collect critical customer information and encourage 

loyalty. A Mintel survey shows 69% of customers preferred rewards that issue 

points toward future purchases. (29 million Americans have posted a food or 

drink picture at a restaurant, 2014) Incentive options can appeal to various 

customer segment essential gains, such as discounts, preferential group seating, or 

the chance to “taste-test” for chefs at future markets. These rewards can also 

create ways for customers to further interact with the vendors and the market 
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through “meet the chef” food truck tours, competitions and sampler products that 

allow tastes from multiple trucks. 
 

Uses and Activities: Outreach Strategies 
 
For Creative Partnerships outreach we think it is important to move people to action by 

appealing to emotion. With partnership events, it always helps to have local champion 

with vision, and with Oakland Museum of California, Off the Grid found one in Cynthia 

Taylor. Inspired by the success of one tailored food truck event in 2012, the partners saw 

potential and took a leap of faith, combining resources to add trucks and form a weekly 

market (Himlan, B, Personal Communication, 11/15/15). Using community forums and 

Facebook posts are a great way to inspire future partners. 

 
For Loyalty Rewards, it’s not enough to meet or even exceed expectations, brands must 

make it easy for customers to engage, return and advocate for the brand (Morgan, 2015). 

The OMCA and OTG Friday night event has put a twist on the typical loyalty program, 

as all attendees to the events (whether they came for the food or the exhibits) get 50% off 

entrance to the museum, extended hours, free live entertainment, and a place to bring the 

entire family. The outreach is expansive, as OMCA has placed a button for their Friday 

night event on the front page of their website and leverages their social media following 

to invite and remind Millennials and young families to attend the event, rain or shine. The 

incentives are baked into both brands’ established customer following, and their 

discounted museum loyalty program offers a fun way to communicate with both existing 

and potential customers. 

 

Access and Linkages: Tactics for Implementation 

 

Pre-Market  

1) Transportation and Mobility Analysis - Reinforce Off the Grid’s use of Hitmap’s 

data by working with local transportation planners to understand the current 

transit landscape, as well as the future transportation landscape the city is hoping 

to achieve. Designing a market that is strategically designed to adapt to fit the 
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changing needs and behaviors of transit dependent cities will take a nuanced 

approach to customer access and linkage.  

 

During Launch 

1) Public Transport Incentives -Encourage customers to arrive by bike or public 

transportation by offering discounts, loyalty rewards or value-add perks, such as 

stickers or t-shirts, to build Off the Grid’s sustainability story and highlight the 

accessibility of the market. This could also help shift reliance on parking among 

customers that have an option among travel choices.  

  
 

 Access and Linkages: Outreach Strategies 

 

1) Transit-oriented Advertisements- Meet people where they move, specifically, meet target 

customer segments during their daily commutes with Off the Grid campaign 

advertisements positioned inside bus stop terminals, transfer stations, and parking garages 

that are on the transit routes on the way to markets. Instead of traditional one-way 

communication advertising, these spots serve to draw commuters into Off the Grid’s 

existing social media accounts. A hashtag could be designed to help people discover on 

their own how close they are on their commute to high-quality food from local vendors, 

and lead them to follow Off the Grid’s existing social media on Twitter, Facebook, or 

Instagram. The goal is to fill their feeds with a launch date and photos of customers best 

lunchtime food photos in order to show new customers what they can look forward to 

when Off the Grid finally opens.  

 

Comfort and Image: Tactics for Implementation 

 

Pre-Market 

1) Charrette Activities- The design of the markets plays an important role attracting 

new customers and retaining loyalty among repeat customers. In order to create 

the right spatial design that incorporates comfort, imagery, safety, and pleasure, 
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planned designs should be prototyped to local community members, stakeholders, 

and primary customer segments for immediate feedback prior to final 

implementation. A Charrette activity would put the design team face-to-face with 

users and stakeholders in a low-risk environment. A successful Charrette not only 

provides useful feedback for the designers, but it builds a joint ownership of 

solutions that helps defuse potentially confrontational attitudes between local 

residents and developers. We think it would be useful to conduct separate 

activities with residents and local business owners. 
 

 
Image 9. Visual of Charette activity iteration  

 
 
During Launch 

1) Branded Lighting- In order to draw both primary vendors and customer segments 

together, Off the Grid must elevate their branding to incorporate visually 

stimulating design features with safety and security. Off the Grid already uses 

white LED circular bulbs to boundary off portions of their existing market spaces 

from one another. Therefore, Nomad Consulting suggests incorporating LED 

lighting with Off the Grid’s logo to draw new and loyal customers to the new 

market space. A single Off the Grid image lit with soft white LED light would 

add an element of branded sophistication. A few additional strands of lighting 

along the outer perimeters of the new market space could draw in pedestrian foot 

traffic where transit linkages have already been identified and established.   
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Comfort and Image: Outreach Strategies 
 

Off the Grid’s marketing material cites the 60% of their dinner clients would not be going 

out to eat for dinner if not for their events (Off the Grid, internal survey results, 2015). A 

Charette activity hosted by a neutral third party, so it is helpful to bring awareness with 

statistics without emotions. For example, in 2012 an Intuit study found that the number of 

consumers that visit individual food trucks instead of a full service is small (11% for 

lunch and 34% for dinner). If this information is presented as background information, it 

could be accepted more easily. 

 

Figure 6. Statistics showing where diners would have eaten if not at a food truck. 
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Metrics 

 

Various metrics will play a critical part in determining success as Off the Grid enters new 
locations. Some metrics will be reviewed as determining factors prior to entering a location 
while others will measure the effectiveness of tactics once a market has launched and/or indicate 
the relative strength of the four core components of placemaking. The chart below shows key 
metrics to assess both community impact and Off the Grid success. 
 
 

 Tactic for Implementation Metric for Measurement 

Sociability 

Women and minority owned 
business workshops 

- Percentage of vendors with minority 
ownership 
- Number of potential vendor partners 

Themed nightlife events 
- Hours of Street life/Evening use 
- Age demographic of customers 
- Number of new vs. returning customers 

Uses and 
Activities 

Creative partnerships 
- Change in surrounding property values 
- Change in surrounding retail sales 
- Number of new vs. returning customers 

Incentivized engagement - Off the Grid visitation numbers 
- Change in revenue stream 

Access and 
Linkages 

Transportation and mobility 
analysis 

- Percentage of customers using public 
transportation 
- Number of parking permits per event 
required by city code 
- Mode of transportation and time of travel 

Public transport incentives - Percentage of customers using public 
transportation 

Comfort and 
Image 

Charrette activities 
- Change in crime statistics 
- Number of community advocates for Off 
the Grid 

Branded lighting 
- Duration of customer visit at market 
- Number of customers aware they are at an 
Off the Grid event  
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Implementation Timeline  
a. Research and Strategy  
b. 0-3 months: Community Outreach and Stakeholder Engagement 

i. Establish collaborative working groups 
ii. Hire cultural ambassador 

iii. Identify partnership opportunities  
iv. Set Charrette activity  
v. Conduct agency outreach- Identify agency advocate  

vi. Work with agency transit planners and identify high-potential corridors 
and nodes for future Off the Grid market locations.  

vii. Establish working relationships with existing mobile food vendors 
viii. Host emerging food vendor workshops at Off the Grid locations 

c. 3-6 months: Research, Design, and User feedback 
i. Conduct Charrette activities with working groups and stakeholders; 

implement feedback into design, host an open house follow-up  
ii. Establish key partnerships  

d. 6-9 months: Marketing Campaigns, and Off the Grid Market Launch Strategy   
e. 9-12 months: Launch Off the Grid Market, Reflect and Refine 
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Conclusion 

 

Since Off the Grid’s initial market five years ago, it has experienced astoundingly 

positive public response, and it is no surprise that they are on the verge of extending their 

outreach to new and even further reaching locations. There is enormous benefit to a wide 

range of stakeholders, not only to the customers attending, but to pre-existing small 

business owners, emerging food entrepreneurs, local governing structures, and other 

partnering companies.  

 

The predominant customer segments that Off the Grid captures in their current business 

operations include both Millennial and family market goers. The primary vendor 

segments include both established and emerging vendors. When looking to new market 

locations, we believe that Off the Grid should focus efforts in attracting the emerging 

vendor segments and the family customer segment. These two offer new opportunity for 

Off the Grid in creating robust, place-based community markets in new locations. 

 

Off the Grid largely achieves success by activating places that matter to the people who 

use them. They effectively highlight an area’s key attributes to create an environment that 

is ultimately greater than the sum of its parts. This process has been prevalent throughout 

Off the Grid’s expansion in the Bay Area. Under a variety of circumstances, they have 

effectively brought people together over shared interests in food and community. This 

concept should be no different when looking elsewhere. However, the formula for their 

success is not textbook. Placemaking emphasizes the importance of finding and 

understanding the unique attributes of each new landscape and providing a platform for 

the individuals who occupy it to fulfill a previously unattained need. This has clearly 

been a successful endeavor for Off the Grid, who has taken advantage of many prime 

locations in San Francisco and the Bay Area. As Off the Grid looks to expand, it is 

crucial that they create a similar process for location development in these new areas by 

thoroughly understanding the community and community members’ needs. This will 

ensure that each new Off the Grid marketplace is both respectful of current practices 

while additionally explores and uncovers the potential of each specific environment. 
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Appendices and Supporting Data 
 
Appendix A. 
          

        Market                                                                                                                                                             Customer           Communication 
     Location                Market Attributes & Observations              Location Characteristics              Segment                   Tactic 
Ft. Mason - Nightlife Bazaar  

- Convivial Nightlife Atmosphere 
- Destination Dining  
- Beer and Liquor Tent  
- Weekend Event  
- Evening lighting  
- Truck Positioning Seclude Customers and 

Patrons near Core Product  
- Evening Lighting  
- Safe Walkable Location  
- Long lines 

- At the Edge of the Bay  
- Views of Golden Gate Bridge   
- Adjacent to Fort Mason Park  

- Millennial  
- Nightlife 

- Instagram  
- Twitter  
- Competitions 
- Active posting with 

hashtags during 

events  

5th & Minna - Daytime lunch options for working 

professionals  
- Lunch options for San Franciscans on the 

move  
- Offers an alternative option to the typical 

sandwich  
- Full block enclosure with seating  
- Customer feel they are located partially 

indoor/outdoor 

- Located within a 2-block walking 

distance to 5 multi-story office 

buildings 
- No grass  

- Millennial   
- 9-5 Working 

- Word of mouth  
- See it from where 

they work 

Civic Center - Daytime Market fell  
- Off the Grid Market situated next to 

Farmer's Market; gives workers on Market 

Street lunch and grocery options combined 

- Close to BART & Muni stops  
- Positioned on a walkway that 

serves as a pedestrian shortcut   
- Water Fountain and nearby park 

accentuate the beginning and end 

of the market 

- Millennials  
- Multicultural  
- Working  
- Errand 
- Running 

- Word of mouth  
- Instagram  
- Twitter  
- Visually encounter 
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Presidio Picnic - Extensive green space  
- OTG stalls and trucks create market 

perimeter  
- Daytime & early evening weekend activity  
- Long lines 

- Presidio shuttle 
- Walt Disney Museum  
- Historical district  
- Panoramic views  
- Local small businesses surround 

market space  

- Millennial  
- Group 

environment  
- Millennial 

Family  

- Facebook  
- Twitter  
- Instagram 
- Work of Mouth 

Emeryville - Provides food options for workers 
- Customers before noon  
- Visible from the workplace office 
- Southern Comfort Kitchen draws lines 
- New tech and service industry workers 

have place to gather  
- Alternative to "big box" eateries  
- Full street enclosure  
- Seating provided but Underused 

- Unused building ledges provide 

additional seating 
- Tucked away between residential 

and revitalized buildings 
- Acts as a bridge between busy 

intersections and local 

neighborhoods  
- Cement building  
- Green Space a drawback for 

customers 

- Millennial and 

Millennial 

Family  
- 9-5 worker  
- New and 

existing 

customers  
Nearby residents 

- See it from work 
- Read about it in 

local paper  
- Word of mouth 

5th and 

Townsend 
- Pedestrian and workers have primary 

access  
- Diverse food offerings  
- Women owned food trucks  
- Lunch specials adapted to meet the needs 

of customers  
- Fastest turnaround time  
- Takes up minimal space  
- Located near new development  
- Offer diverse options in an area with 

scarce options 

- Narrow street corridor  
- Mainly workers in need of quick 

lunch 
- Extensive area construction  
- New Condo development  
- Many side streets to allow for 

access to and from market   
- Safe environment  

- Millennial  
- Day time 9-5 

worker  
- New resident 

- Website  
- See it from where 

they work  
- Walked by it on way 

to lunch 
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Uptown 

Oakland 
- Ample LED and street lighting  
- Quiet and subdued  
- Market positioned towards condos & not 

local commerce  
- Street used commonly as pedestrian 

thoroughfare  
- Customers safe on the streets  
- Affordable and accessible for younger 

Millennials  
- Closes before music/theatrical shows are 

over  
- Many locals unaware it exists  

- Tucked between new condos, 

park with no green space, and 

construction site  
- Two blocks away from Fox 

Theatre  
- Condo security stay outdoors  
- New small businesses and bars 

opening one block in either 

direction 

- Millennial  
- Young and on 

their way to bars  
- Millennial 

Family 
- Live in new 

developments 

- Walked by it on way 

to bar 
- Read about it on 

local blog 

OMCA 

- Wine and Beer indoors  
- Signage and local outreach enhanced by 

OMCA  
- Friendly security by OMCA  
- Additional OMCA staff at event  
- LED string lights between vendors and 

seating  
- Trucks face OMCA  
- KOI ponds lit from underneath  
- Dance choreographer & DJ  
- Maker market  
- OMCA offers a 50% discount  
- Very diverse  
- Shorter lines  
- Bacon Bacon and Southern Fried 

Comfort longest lines.  
- Chairs against cement wall allow for 

people watching 

- Located near Lake Merritt 

BART - Full street enclosure  
- No green space  
- Ample entertainment 
- Stadium seating complements 

OTG chairs  
- Large crowds  
- No safety issues/concerns  
- Street lighting highlights space  
- Close to lake and local bars  
- Design of market highlights 

museum  
- Large banners promote weekly 

event  
- Lot's of entrances and exits for 

museum and market 

- Millennial  
- In transit  
- Diverse 

backgrounds 
- Live nearby  
- Millennial 

family  
- Pre-planned to 

attend event  

- Read it on OMCA 

website  
- Walk by it to BART 
- Walked by it from 

work 
- Word of mouth 
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Appendix B: 

Stakeholder Relationships with Off the Grid: 
 

Small Business Vendors - Not only does Off the Grid provide small business incubation 

to small-scale mobile food and beverage entrepreneurs, but they navigate the public 

permit and city regulation system on the vendor's behalf. Vendors can also benefit from 

Off the Grid’s marketing and social media presence, and establish their own business 

through an Off the Grid’s loyal customer base and community following.  

 

Consumers - Off the Grid stages weekly neighborhood events on underutilized parcels of 

land that are typically situated within city urban cores. Off the Grid focuses on re-

conceptualizing every day space as unique opportunities for friends, family and neighbors 

to come together and build shared experiences through the sampling of innovative food 

truck cuisine.  

 

City Government Officials - Off the Grid assumes the role of community organizer and 

economic developer by liaising between public and private stakeholders. This reduces the 

strain community stakeholders often feel between their needs and municipal priorities. 

Off the Grid organizes the grassroots food sector and ensures that each vendor is 

complying with city regulation and permit requirements. Communication with these local 

officials will be unique and necessary in every new city that Off the Grid expands to. 

 

Brick and Mortar Business Owners - Although often seen as competition through the 

eyes of brick and mortar restaurant owners, Off the Grid can provide opportunities for 

many of these establishments by increasing foot traffic and return visits to the 

neighborhood. Local businesses have a keen interest in protecting their own interests and 

being aware of the activities surrounding their facilities. They will ultimately play a part 

in the decision-making and implementation strategies of future Off the Grid locations. 

 

Property Owners and Partners - Off the Grid’s success depends on the relationships 

and partnerships it forms with the owners of the properties on which the company 
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conducts its markets. In any new location, making these positive connections with local 

property owners remains essential. 

 

Appendix C: 

Porter’s Five Forces Analysis 

Supplier Power 

Off the Grid sources food truck vendors that fit with their brand and use local and 

sustainable food when possible. Although this somewhat limits their supply, there are 

more food trucks that apply for the popular markets then there are spots to fill them. The 

food trucks are getting a very valuable service from the company in the form of help with 

permitting and marketing for their food truck, and catering events. The pool of applicants 

will remain a high quality pool for these reasons.  

 

Buyer Power 

Although food truck vendors are small business operations highly dependent upon their 

customers for profits, buyer power is relatively low. Since buyers are high in number and 

low in order quantity, the individual buyer does not hold a great threat to Off the Grid’s 

overall business. The price for an individual order is low, so the cost of one buyer is 

marginal in the long run. In a customer survey conducted by Off the Grid from 2014-

2015, the frequency of participation in events is spread among first time attendees (22%), 

those casual attendees that attend several times a month or year (40%), and frequent 

attendees that attend monthly to once a week (39%). The majority of the buyers are 

repeat customers to Off the Grid, but not necessarily to individual vendors.  

 

Threat of Substitution 

The amount of food choices everywhere, specifically in the Bay Area, has reached 

incredible levels. San Francisco has the most restaurants per capita, with 50% higher 

density than the second place city (Hsu, 2012). Customers have a full range of options at 

their disposal the majority of the time. This makes substitution an easy option, whether it 

is cooking, home delivery, takeaway or a local restaurant. Off the Grid has established 

itself as a key player in the food truck niche but will always have to compete with the 
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threat of substitution. They have a higher price point than most people expect with a food 

truck, so a less expensive option could be a viable substitution and threat for Off the Grid. 

 

Threat of New Entry 

Many chefs choose to enter the food truck space because of the relatively low barriers to 

entry. They are not blocked in the same way that they are with a brick and mortar 

restaurant, as they do not have the same start up or operating costs such as rent, 

purchasing of furniture, or cute flatware. Additionally, there are fewer constraints in 

terms of regulatory and licensing accessibility. Off the Grid has relatively few hard 

assets, such as tables, chairs, generators. Off the Grid’s foundation is largely based on the 

time spent figuring out the licensing process, lobbying for viable market places, and 

securing positive relationships with key stakeholders. While the cost for the fixed assets 

would be easily replicable, the intangible knowledge and ability to activate and adapt 

spaces that Off the Grid provides requires many more resources. 

 

Competitive Rivalry 

In the world of quick dining options there are a large number of competitors that could 

steal market share from Off the Grid. However, it is important to understand that not all 

dining options are created equal. Off the Grid has invested significant time and money in 

defining strong brand attributes. Existing competitors in the dining space are highly 

differentiated, ranging from individual food trucks, pop-up dinners, permanent food parks 

and traditional restaurants. Rather than directly competing with traditional restaurants, 

Off the Grid events actually drive foot traffic to prevent blight and encouraging vibrancy 

in neighborhoods. The mobile food vending industry is an industry with a high growth 

rate, and in the future there could be companies that try to replicate what Off the Grid 

does. 
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Appendix D: 

Industry Competitor Analysis 

 

SoMa StrEat Food Park 

SoMa StrEat Food Park is arguably the closest competitor to Off the Grid on this list and 

has achieved great success in San Francisco through a similar means, by combining 

location features and attributes to create an atmosphere that is greater than the sum of its 

parts. SoMa StrEat Food Park’s “culinary carnival” feel delivers value propositions to 

customers across themes of entertainment, variety and convenience. Off the Grid could 

adapt some of their small engagement pieces to make it easier and more fun for 

customers to engage with the event, local partners, food truck vendors or other patrons.  

 

Portland Food Trucks 

Portland is a moderate population density city that is considered the food truck capital of 

the world. The food vendors have found this success by identifying private vacant 

parking lots and clustering with other vendors. The majority of Portland’s mobile 

vending occurs on private property, particularly surface parking. In 2009, the city 

supported the idea to use these lots to activate and adapt vacant areas to increase 

economic activity. The city of Portland understands the vitality and opportunity of a food 

truck culture, which is why they have largely decreased the barriers to entry on their end. 

Portland acts as a potential case study for Off the Grid to demonstrate successful 

implementation of this model in other cities.  

 

Brooklyn Flea 

Jonathan Butler, the co-proprietor of Brooklyn Flea, established himself as a real estate 

entrepreneur and a public relations expert prior to launching Brooklyn Flea and 

Smorgasburg. His strengths of success have factored greatly into the success of Brooklyn 

Flea and its offshoot, Smorgasburg, as he was able to leverage his expertise in high value 

real estate development and content marketing in order to build the Brooklyn 

Flea/Smorgasburg brand. His experience selling Brooklyn properties, as well as 

projecting the neighborhoods with the highest potential for growth, helped connect the 
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pains, jobs, and gains of new residents with Brooklyn’s unique cultural and local 

attributes. As his own PR blog, the Brownstoner, began to reach mass following, 

Jonathan was also able to generate press releases, content and editorials related to the 

success of Brooklyn Flea and Smorgasburg on the websites and blogs of the most 

prominent New York City news sources. As Brooklyn Flea’s food and retail products 

became nationally recognized by both locals and tourists, Jonathan Butler decided to 

separate food products from retail and establish Smorgasburg. By doing so, he was able 

to diversify his brand’s product offerings by reducing the potential for competitive rivalry 

at his flea market events. They found the most benefit separating them provided more 

value for both sets of vendors (retail products and food). Brooklyn Flea also illustrates 

that people are very transit sensitive.  Off the Grid needs to have an intimate 

understanding of how people move around within their community and what they will 

experience between the transit hub and the market.  

 

Dinner Lab 

Dinner Lab is a “membership-based, social dining experiment that unites undiscovered 

chefs with adventurous diners” (Dinner Lab, 2015). They create one-time food 

experiences in temporary spaces. The company has grown from the original market in 

New Orleans to now being in 33 different markets across the country in less than 3 years. 

Dinner Lab grew by borrowing employees from the closest existing market to have on the 

ground for a few months to do cultural awareness, advertising, find chefs, and community 

presence work. Dinner lab has grown to the point where they are creating unique events 

that cater to specific market segments. However, this is after years of having their nose to 

the grindstone and refining the operations of their core product. After Off the Grid 

identified their core service, potentially a weekly partnership market, they can optimize 

resource management to scale to new locations. By focusing on introducing their 

strongest offering first, they can optimize these operations and save secondary offerings 

for after the market has been established.  
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Shake Shack 

Shake Shack, like Off the Grid, is a company that thinks thoughtfully about the needs of 

each community they enter. As Shake Shack expanded internationally, they were able to 

replicate those values, while maintaining a unified company image, by creating a central 

online presence that emphasizes what makes each location unique. We recommend that 

Off the Grid follow this example when expanding outside of the bay area by changing 

their domain name from www.offthegridsf.com to www.offthegrid.us with individual 

landing pages for each community.  

 

 
 Image 7. Screenshot from www.shakeshack.com  
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Appendix E: 

By utilizing Project for Public Spaces placemaking methodology, successful businesses, 

street markets, storefronts, and public parks that are linked together at the street level 

have greater value than if they are spread apart, non-cohesively linked, and unappealing 

to look at from the pedestrian point-of-view. 

 
Image 8. http://www.pps.org/reference/grplacefeat/ 
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