
V ictory tastes like chicken.
Despite a year filled with 

protests and a smorgasbord 
of media scrutiny, recent evidence 
shows Chick-fil-A didn’t just sur-
vive becoming the target of a boy-
cott led by gay activists last sum-
mer. It’s flourishing.

The popular fast-food chicken 
restaurant found itself in the cross-
hairs of media attention and activ-
ist protests after CEO Dan Cathy 
said in interviews with Christian 
media that he supports “the bibli-
cal definition of the family unit.”

Liberal groups had protested 
Chick-fil-A’s charitable contribu-
tions before, especially unhappy 
that the firm’s WinShape Founda-
tion had donated money to groups 
like the Marriage & Family Foun-
dation and Fellowship of Christian 
Athletes. After Cathy’s comments 
ricocheted around the Internet, 
pro-gay organizations targeted the 
company. That, in turn, spurred 
hundreds of thousands to support 
a “Chick-fil-A Appreciation Day” 
led by former Arkansas Gov. Mike 
Huckabee on Aug. 1.

The results speak for them-
selves: The restaurant chain grew 
both in profits and locations last 
year. While the 500 largest U.S. 
restaurant chains showed sales 
growth of 4.9 percent, Chick-fil-
A nearly tripled that result with 
14.1 percent, according to Tech-
nomic Inc., a Chicago-based con-
sulting and research firm serving 
the food industry.

“The fast food giant, the nation’s 
second-largest chicken chain, 
ended 2012 with $4.6 billion in 
sales,” reported the Atlanta Journal-
Constitution. “The company also 
opened 96 new stores, four more 
than the year before.”

Chick-fil-A, One Year Later
Last summer, gay activists tried to destroy the national chicken 
chain. They wound up helping instead.

by Dan Gainor

trAFFic JAM:  Police in Fort Oglethorpe, Ga., help direct traffic into a Chick-fil-A restaurant on Georgia Highway 2A on Aug. 1, 2012.
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And its reputation actually im-
proved—a lot. It made the annual 
Harris Poll Reputation Quotation 
for the first time in February, land-
ing at 33 on the list of the top 60 
“Most Visible Companies,”  just 
three slots behind ever-popular Mc-
Donald’s and two ahead of Burger 
King. The numbers caught the me-
dia off guard. USA Today headlined 
one piece: “Surprise: PR nightmare 
didn’t damage Chick-fil-A.”

PR News, an industry trade publi-
cation, summed up the year nicely. 
“Ultimately, the media circus sur-
rounding the CEO’s comments may 
have helped more than it hurt. By 
late 2012, Chick-fil-A was enjoying 
record profits and increased brand 
recognition.”

Restaurant consultant Aaron Al-
len, a third-generation restaurateur 
based in Orlando, Fla.,  told Citizen 
he credits “the success they expe-
rienced to the timeless adage ‘any 
press is good press’ ” and that the 
company “sparked a national de-
bate by accident and capitalized 
on the attention.” The result was a 
boost to its brand, “reminding [in-
frequent visitors] they hadn’t had a 
chicken sandwich in a while.”

The company has also received 
a lot of public support. At the 
Conservative Political Action Con-
ference in Washington, D.C., in 
March, both new South Carolina 
Sen. Tim Scott and former Florida 
Congressman Allen West praised 
Chick-fil-A during their speeches. 
Scott noted how one man at the 
company had mentored him and 
taught him “that having a job is a 
good thing, but creating jobs is a far 
better thing.”

year in Review
Gay-rights activists were upset 

both at the company’s charitable 
efforts and Cathy’s comment that 
“I think we are inviting God’s judg-
ment on our nation” by claiming 
to know better “what constitutes a 
marriage.” 

Boston Mayor Thomas Menino 
vowed to keep the company out of 
his city. “Chick-fil-A doesn’t belong 
in Boston,” he said. “You can’t have 
a business in the city of Boston that 
discriminates against a population. 
We’re an open city, we’re a city 
that’s at the forefront of inclusion.” 

That comment was soon fol-
lowed by similar threats from New 
York to San Francisco. Chicago 
Mayor Rahm Emanuel, formerly 
President Obama’s chief of staff, 
said, “Chick-fil-A’s values are not 
Chicago values.” The unconstitu-
tionality of those statements was 
so obvious that the ACLU took the 
company’s side, warning politicians 
about “viewpoint discrimination.”

Former Arkansas Gov. Mike 
Huckabee took a prominent role 
defending the chain, using Face-
book to “affirm appreciation for a 
company run by Christian princi-

ples by showing up on Wednesday, 
Aug. 1 or by participating online.” 
More than 600,000 said on Face-
book they would attend—and on 
Aug. 1, franchises from coast to 
coast were swarmed with custom-

ers from opening to close. 
The results were seen in dozens 

of stories in major media, as hun-
dreds of thousands of supporters 
gave the company its best single 
day sales ever. 

Liberals were perplexed by the 
support. Left-wing comedian and 
“Daily Show” host Jon Stewart 
summed up that reaction, saying 
that “seeing thousands of people 
come out to make this statement 
is incredibly disheartening.” It was 
a news fiasco. That night, CBS ig-
nored the story entirely and NBC 
showed five different clips of 
sparsely attended pro-homosexual 
marriage protests. 

Serving up Success
One of the big reasons Chick-fil-

A did so well in 2012 was its de-
votion to its customers—and their 
devotion in return. Its recipe for 

success doesn’t just include good 
food and good service, though 
those are clearly popular. Complex 
measures such as the Temkin Ex-
perience Ratings put the chain at 
the top for customer experience, 

StAnDinG rooM onlY: Dozens of customers stand in line inside the Chick-fil-A off of Shearn 
Street in Houston on Aug. 1, 2012, during a nationwide appreciation day.
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but that might be because of its 
special way of doing things.

Charity begins at home, but it 
also does pretty well at the restau-
rant: The company has donated 
more than $68 million in just the 
past three years. Its strategy has 
focused on “youth and education, 
leadership and family enrichment 
and serving the local communities 
in which we operate.”

That last part has been key. When 
the Monongalia County Sheriff’s 
Department in West Virginia held a 
fundraiser for a scholarship named 
for a serviceman killed in the line 
of duty, it seemed only natural to 
hold it at the local Chick-fil-A. In 
North Carolina, the Boone Police 
Department and Appalachian State 
Football team worked with Chick-
fil-A to raise funds for the Special 
Olympics. That spirit has been 
duplicated in small communities 
around the country.

Then there’s the company’s 
40-year-old scholarship program. 
To date, Chick-fil-A has given em-
ployees and their family members 
$30 million, including $1.4 million 
in 2012.

Chick-fil-A customers don’t just 
buy chicken sandwiches; they sup-
port an institution.

Future Still bright
So why did the protests fail 

so spectacularly, despite having 
friends in the highest of places and 
the mainstream media? 

Maybe it’s because the restau-
rant’s connection goes deeper 
than customers and becomes part 
of a community. A great example 
of that can be found in one of the 
many videos on the company web-
site of personal connections to 
Chick-fil-A.

A Maryland resident named John 
Hancock was shot three times in 
a carjacking. During his rehabili-
tation, he was brought to the res-
taurant to work on the stutter he 
gained from his head wound. One 

of the employees took particu-
lar care in helping him order and 
earned his loyalty. He came back 
repeatedly, not just for the food. 
“It’s a place where I feel at home,” 
he explained. 

Many businesses try to push 
community relations. Chick-fil-A 
seems to take that even further. So 
much so that the appreciation sto-
ries customers send to the company 
read more like personal diaries than 
customer comments. 

The stories are each illustrated 
with personal photos—pictures of 
babies or happy couples or families. 
Each gives a memory, not so much 
of fast food, but of community.

One story told of the first “Mom-
my-Daughter Date” for a mother 
and her 8-month-old child. After 
“almost a foot of snow,” she wanted 
to get out of the house. Once at 
Chick-fil-A, the manager helped 
get her daughter into a high chair. 
After the woman ordered, the man-
ager followed with “a fantastic sur-
prise.” “It’s on us today,” he told 
her, and even helped the woman 
set her table. 

A Colorado State University 
student described how she “had 
to write a commemorative speech 
for my public speaking class.” Her 

“strong love for Chick-fil-A” led her 
to write about the restaurant. After 
praising the brand, she had some 
essential life advice: “Have you ever 
had a bad day? My suggestion is the 
next time that this unfortunately 
happens, go to Chick-fil-A right 
away and your day will most cer-
tainly be turned around.”

One particularly heart-wrench-
ing story was told by a young 
woman whose fond “memories 
as a child” included days where 
her mom would take her and her 
brothers to Chick-fil-A “celebrat-
ing” homeschool successes. When 
her grandmother passed away, the 
family decided the only place they 
could go “when your world has 
been turned upside down” was 
Chick-fil-A. 

She ended her story with the mes-
sage that certainly resonates with 
supporters of the chain. “Chick-
fil-A is many things, like tasty food 
and a clean environment. For me, 
however, Chick-fil-A is more than 
a restaurant. Chick-fil-A is family.”

That’s the menu item Chick-fil-A 
customers love best of all.   

Dan Gainor is vice president for Busi-
ness and Culture for the Media Re-
search Center.

SMellS liKe HYPocriSY: Workers paint over graffiti on the exterior wall of a Chick-fil-A restaurant 
in Torrance, Calif., on Aug. 3, 2012. The graffiti said “Tastes like hate” and had a picture of a cow. 
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