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Food trucks have matured into a mainstream microenterprise format, yet limited 
research explains how strategic priorities vary across generational consumer segments. 
This conceptual paper develops a framework explaining how Baby Boomers, Generation 
X, Millennials, and Generation Z differ in the relative weight they assign to eight 
food-truck patronage drivers: convenience, price–value, menu novelty, social influence, 
ambiance, situational conditions (e.g., weather and event timing), digital enablement, 
and localism. Integrating generational cohort theory with decision-making and 
experiential consumption perspectives, the framework conceptualizes food trucks as 
mobile servicescapes in which common drivers are interpreted through cohort-specific 
value logics. The resulting propositions suggest that Baby Boomers and Generation X 
place greater emphasis on convenience, price fairness, and comfort, whereas Millennials 
and Generation Z prioritize novelty, ambiance, social visibility, and digital engagement. 
Localism is shown to resonate across cohorts, albeit through distinct framings tied to 
community continuity versus sustainability and ethical consumption. The paper 
translates these insights into strategy-relevant considerations for food-truck 
entrepreneurs, highlighting how generational differences may shape menu design, 
pricing communication, location and timing decisions, and engagement mechanisms. 
The framework contributes to small business strategy by clarifying how generational 
segmentation conditions patronage and by outlining directions for future empirical 
research on cohort-moderated effects. 

Introduction  

Food trucks have exploded from curbside curiosities into 
a multi-billion-dollar global industry, redefining what it 
means to run a small business in foodservice. In the United 
States alone, industry revenues have surpassed $1.4 billion 
annually and continue to grow at a rapid pace (IBISWorld, 
2023; National Restaurant Association, 2024). Food trucks 
embody the spirit of entrepreneurship—lean, agile, and op
portunity-driven—while competing with established 
restaurants and quick-service chains under conditions of 
limited resources and heightened uncertainty (Brännback 
& Carsrud, 2016; Markman & Baron, 2003). For owner-op
erators, success is not only about cooking good food but 
also about orchestrating strategy: selecting the right mar
kets, leveraging digital platforms, cultivating loyal follow
ings, and adapting quickly to shifting consumer expecta
tions. 
Despite this momentum, scholarship has struggled to 

keep pace with the entrepreneurial realities of mobile food
service. Much of the literature focuses on hospitality, ser
vice quality, or event logistics (Kim & Lee, 2021; Myung & 
Jung, 2019), offering limited insight into how entrepreneurs 
align offerings with segmented consumer markets. Yet seg

mentation is vital. Generational cohorts represent not just 
age brackets but cultural communities shaped by shared ex
periences, values, and technologies (Schewe & Meredith, 
2004; Strauss & Howe, 1991). A taco truck that Millennials 
see as adventurous and Instagram-worthy may be framed 
by Baby Boomers as convenient and affordable, while Gen
eration Z interprets it as a digitally integrated, socially vis
ible lifestyle marker (Wang, 2025; Yoon et al., 2023). With
out accounting for these cohort-based orientations, small 
business owners risk adopting “one-size-fits-all” strategies 
that dilute scarce resources and undermine profitability. 
This paper responds to that gap by integrating Gener

ational Cohort Theory (Inglehart, 1997; Kamenidou et al., 
2020), Consumer Culture Theory (Arnould & Thompson, 
2005), and experiential consumption perspectives (Hol
brook & Hirschman, 1982; Pine & Gilmore, 1999) into a 
conceptual framework of food-truck patronage. Eight dri
vers—convenience, price–value, novelty, social influence, 
ambiance, situational conditions, digital enablement, and 
localism—are theorized as cultural practices filtered 
through generational orientations. 
The contribution is threefold. First, we extend small 

business and entrepreneurship research by framing food 
trucks as mobile servicescapes (Lin & Mattila, 2021; Sherry, 
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1998), temporary yet strategic environments where value 
is co-created through symbolism, atmosphere, and identity 
performance. Second, we conceptualize generational co
horts as cultural orientations that shape the relative 
salience of patronage drivers, producing distinct value 
propositions that entrepreneurs can leverage for segmenta
tion and positioning. Third, and most importantly for JSBS 
readers, we translate these insights into strategy-relevant 
considerations for food-truck operators and city marketers, 
clarifying how menu design, price framing, site selection, 
event participation, and digital promotion may be inter
preted differently across generational cohorts. 

Theoretical Foundations   

Food Trucks as Strategic and Symbolic       
Entrepreneurial Forms   

Schifeling and Demetry (2021) deepen our understand
ing of food trucks by framing them as authenticity-based 
entrepreneurial ventures embedded within local geo
graphic communities. Rather than viewing food trucks as 
marginal or informal businesses, their work shows how le
gitimacy, place-based identity, and authenticity narratives 
play a central role in entrepreneurial success. This perspec
tive is particularly relevant for small business strategy be
cause it highlights how value is often co-created through 
symbolic and contextual cues, not simply through scale or 
formalization. Building on this insight, the present study 
shifts attention from how authenticity is constructed by en
trepreneurs to how it is interpreted by consumers, asking 
how different generational cohorts evaluate and prioritize 
food-truck attributes in ways that ultimately shape patron
age. 
Research on market categorization and category span

ning further suggests that hybrid ventures challenge estab
lished evaluative boundaries by blending multiple organi
zational forms, prompting audiences to reassess legitimacy 
and value in ways that extend beyond traditional classifica
tions (Durand et al., 2017). Extending this logic, the present 
study explores whether generational cohorts differ in their 
receptivity to such hybridity, proposing that cohort-specific 
value logics shape how food trucks are perceived, evaluated, 
and patronized. 

Generational Cohort Theory as a Strategic Lens        

Generational Cohort Theory suggests that individuals 
shaped by common historical and cultural experiences de
velop enduring values and consumption logics that persist 
across the life course (Inglehart, 1997; Strauss & Howe, 
1991). Unlike simple age categories, cohorts are cultural 
communities that share reference points—wars, economic 
cycles, technological breakthroughs, or cultural icons—that 
shape how they interpret value. For marketers and entre
preneurs, this means that “age” is less about biology and 
more about culture: Boomers often view consumption 
through thrift and responsibility, Generation X through 
pragmatism, Millennials through experience and authen
ticity, and Generation Z through digital fluency and social 

visibility (Kamenidou et al., 2020; Schewe & Meredith, 
2004). 
Recent research confirms that these orientations matter 

in food and hospitality contexts. Torres-Casado (2025) finds 
that Boomers and Gen X emphasize comfort and tradition 
in gastronomy, while Millennials and Gen Z prioritize nov
elty and sustainability. Theocharis and Tsekouropoulos 
(2025) show how Gen Z brands succeed when they align 
with social values and digital-first identity work. For small 
business entrepreneurs, especially food-truck operators, 
such differences translate into practical strategy questions: 
Should the menu rotate weekly to keep younger audiences 
engaged, or should it stabilize around affordable comfort 
foods to attract older repeat customers? Should marketing 
budgets emphasize TikTok reels or community newsletters? 
These are not abstract academic debates—they are everyday 
decisions that determine whether a small business thrives 
or struggles. 

Consumer Decision-Making Beyond Utility     

Classic consumer behavior models cast decision-making 
as a linear sequence of need recognition, information 
search, evaluation, and choice (Engel et al., 1995). But real-
world small business customers rarely act this way. Re
search increasingly shows that consumers rely on heuris
tics, cultural scripts, and social cues that shortcut rational 
evaluation (Choi & Zhao, 2020). Generational context am
plifies these shortcuts: Boomers and Gen X often define 
“good value” through price fairness and convenience, while 
Millennials and Gen Z filter decisions through novelty, peer 
validation, and digital discovery (Wang, 2025; Yoon et al., 
2023). 
For food-truck entrepreneurs, these generational filters 

can mean the difference between long lines and empty 
streets. A Gen Z student may wait 20 minutes in the rain 
for a fusion bao bun if it promises a unique, “Instagram
mable” experience. A Baby Boomer, by contrast, might by
pass that truck for a competitor offering hearty meals at a 
fair price and a shorter wait. Entrepreneurs who fail to an
ticipate these divergent heuristics risk wasting resources on 
misaligned promotions or pricing strategies. In this sense, 
decision-making theory becomes a blueprint for entrepre
neurial strategy under resource constraints (Markman & 
Baron, 2003; Wiklund & Shepherd, 2005). 

Experiential Consumption and Servicescape Design      

Holbrook and Hirschman’s (1982) experiential view of 
consumption and Pine and Gilmore’s (1999) experience 
economy remind us that consumers do not simply purchase 
calories or products—they purchase feelings, identity sig
nals, and memorable moments. Bitner’s (1992) servicescape 
framework illustrates how the physical and atmospheric 
environment—lighting, sound, layout, and design—shapes 
both customer satisfaction and employee behavior. Food 
trucks magnify this logic: they are mobile servicescapes, 
temporary yet symbolic environments where sensory ap
peal, novelty, and ambiance converge with community in
teraction (Kozinets et al., 2004; Sherry, 1998). 
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Recent studies highlight that ambiance, authenticity, 
and digital integration are especially influential for younger 
cohorts who seek hedonic and symbolic value (Jang & Kim, 
2020; Lee & Kim, 2019; Lichy, 2022). For entrepreneurs, 
this means that the “vibe” of a truck—its music, lighting, 
queue rituals, or social media presence—can be just as crit
ical to strategy as food quality or pricing. A well-designed 
food truck becomes a platform for experience innovation, 
allowing owners to differentiate in crowded markets despite 
limited scale (Parida et al., 2016). 

Integrating the Perspectives    

Together, these perspectives converge on a central in
sight: generational cohorts differ in the relative weight they 
assign to common patronage drivers. Generational Cohort 
Theory explains why cohorts differ, decision-making theory 
reveals how evaluations unfold, and experiential consump
tion illustrates how hedonic and symbolic cues matter 
alongside functional value. 
For small business strategy, this integration is more than 

theoretical. It provides a structured way for resource-con
strained entrepreneurs to consider which strategic ele
ments are likely to matter most for different customer co
horts. Should a food-truck owner double down on digital 
ordering apps to capture Gen Z, or emphasize consistency 
and price fairness to secure Boomer loyalty? Should am
biance be curated for Instagram visibility, or simplified for 
efficiency? By linking generational theory, decision-mak
ing, and servicescape design, we position food trucks as 
strategic laboratories for understanding how small busi
nesses can thrive in consumer markets characterized by 
diversity, fragmentation, and rapid change (Brännback & 
Carsrud, 2016; Lumpkin & Dess, 1996). 

Conceptual Framework and Propositions     

Building on the integration of generational theory, de
cision-making, and experiential consumption, we propose 
a framework (Figure 1) positioning food trucks as mobile 
servicescapes whose patronage is shaped by eight drivers. 
These drivers—convenience, price–value, novelty, social in
fluence, ambiance, situational conditions, digital enable
ment, and localism—are interpreted through generational 
orientations that shape their relative salience. For entre
preneurs, the framework highlights that the same struc
tural driver can signal entirely different meanings depend
ing on cohort membership. 
The eight drivers incorporated into the conceptual 

framework were derived through an integrative synthesis of 
prior research across foodservice management, small busi
ness strategy, consumer behavior, and technology-enabled 
service literature. Specifically, we reviewed studies exam
ining food truck entrepreneurship, restaurant patronage, 
experiential consumption, digital servicescapes, and gen
erational cohort differences to identify recurring consumer-
facing factors shown to influence dining decisions. The re
sulting drivers—convenience, perceived price–value 
congruence, menu novelty, social influence, ambiance, sit
uational conditions, digital enablement, and local business 

Figure 1. Conceptual model illustrating generational     
cohort as a moderating influence on the relationships         
between eight food-truck patronage drivers and food-      
truck patronage.   

positioning—represent those constructs that consistently 
emerged across multiple literatures as salient determinants 
of foodservice patronage and that are meaningfully inter
pretable by consumers at the point of decision. Other po
tential factors (e.g., back-of-house operations, supply chain 
efficiency, ownership structure, or regulatory conditions) 
were deliberately excluded because they operate primarily 
at the firm or institutional level rather than at the con
sumer experience level emphasized in this study. Thus, the 
selected drivers reflect a parsimonious yet comprehensive 
set of consumer-relevant mechanisms through which gen
erational cohorts are theorized to differentially evaluate 
and respond to food truck offerings. 
The figure highlights that generational cohort does not 

introduce new drivers of patronage, but rather conditions 
the relative salience and interpretation of drivers that are 
common across food-truck consumers. 

Propositions  

Building on the conceptual model in Figure 1, the frame
work can be expressed through a set of generationally fil
tered propositions. These propositions articulate how the 
eight patronage drivers operate differently across cohorts, 
creating distinct value propositions that small business en
trepreneurs can strategically target. 

Proposition 1 – Convenience as Temporal Value        

Convenience is a foundational driver of food-related 
choice, yet its meaning and importance vary across genera
tional cohorts. Baby Boomers and Generation X, shaped by 
career demands, commuting routines, and family responsi
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bilities, often evaluate food trucks through a lens of time 
efficiency and reliability. For these cohorts, shorter wait 
times, predictable schedules, and accessible locations tend 
to signal value and reduce perceived risk. Millennials and 
Generation Z, by contrast, are often more willing to toler
ate friction—such as longer queues or less predictable ser
vice—when the experience offers novelty, social visibility, 
or symbolic value. In this sense, convenience is not uni
formly interpreted as speed alone, but rather as a culturally 
filtered assessment of whether the consumption experience 
is “worth the effort.” 

P1: Generational cohort moderates the relationship be
tween convenience and food-truck patronage, such that the 
relationship is stronger for Baby Boomers and Generation X 
than for Millennials and Generation Z. 
From a strategic perspective, the framework suggests 

that convenience-oriented design choices may be evaluated 
differently across cohorts. For food-truck operators seeking 
to appeal to Baby Boomers and Generation X, efficiency 
cues such as predictable hours, streamlined ordering, and 
accessible parking may carry particular salience. In con
trast, Millennials and Generation Z may be more tolerant of 
inconvenience when experiential or social value is present, 
allowing operators greater flexibility in service pacing when 
novelty, ambiance, or visibility are emphasized. These dif
ferences highlight how convenience functions not as a uni
versal standard, but as a cohort-contingent strategic lever. 

Proposition 2 – Price–Value Congruence      

Perceptions of price and value are central to food-truck 
patronage, yet generational cohorts differ in how they in
terpret what constitutes a “fair” or worthwhile exchange. 
Baby Boomers and Generation X, whose formative experi
ences include economic volatility and prolonged exposure 
to budget constraints, often evaluate food purchases 
through lenses of fairness, portion adequacy, and price 
transparency. For these cohorts, value is frequently as
sessed relative to expectations of consistency and reliabil
ity. Millennials and Generation Z, by contrast, are often 
more willing to tolerate higher prices or smaller portions 
when the offering aligns with experiential benefits, novelty, 
ethical considerations, or symbolic meaning. In this sense, 
price–value judgments are not uniform assessments of cost, 
but culturally informed evaluations shaped by cohort-spe
cific value logics. 

P2: Generational cohort moderates the relationship be
tween perceived price–value congruence and food-truck 
patronage, such that the relationship is stronger for Baby 
Boomers and Generation X than for Millennials and Gener
ation Z. 
Viewed through a strategic lens, the framework suggests 

that pricing cues and value framing may be interpreted dif
ferently across cohorts. For food-truck operators seeking 
to appeal to Baby Boomers and Generation X, transparent 
pricing, value bundles, and signals of portion adequacy may 
reinforce perceptions of fairness and reduce perceived risk. 
In contrast, Millennials and Generation Z may place rel
atively greater emphasis on how prices are contextual
ized—such as through sustainability narratives, limited-

time offerings, or experiential positioning—allowing price 
premiums to be justified by symbolic or ethical value. These 
distinctions underscore how price functions not merely as 
a monetary constraint, but as a cohort-contingent signal 
within food-truck strategy. 

Proposition 3 – Menu Novelty and       
Experimentation  

Menu novelty plays a central role in experiential con
sumption, yet its appeal varies across generational cohorts. 
Millennials and Generation Z are often drawn to experi
mentation and variety, viewing novel or fusion offerings as 
opportunities for self-expression, discovery, and social sig
naling. For these cohorts, trying new flavors or unconven
tional menu items can function as a form of identity per
formance, particularly when novelty is visible or shareable. 
Baby Boomers and Generation X, while not opposed to in
novation, tend to evaluate novelty more cautiously, prefer
ring new offerings that are anchored in authenticity, fa
miliarity, or perceived quality. In this way, novelty is not 
uniformly valued as change for its own sake, but is inter
preted through cohort-specific expectations about credibil
ity and meaning. 

P3: Generational cohort moderates the relationship be
tween menu novelty and food-truck patronage, such that 
the relationship is stronger for Millennials and Generation 
Z than for Baby Boomers and Generation X. 
From a strategic perspective, the framework suggests 

that menu innovation may be interpreted differently across 
cohorts. Food-truck operators seeking to engage Millenni
als and Generation Z may benefit from offering rotating or 
experimental items that emphasize creativity and discov
ery, particularly when these offerings are visibly differenti
ated. In contrast, Baby Boomers and Generation X may be 
more receptive to innovation when it is framed within fa
miliar culinary traditions or communicated as an enhance
ment to quality rather than a departure from it. These 
distinctions highlight how novelty functions as a cohort-
contingent strategic signal rather than a universally ap
pealing attribute. 

Proposition 4 – Social Influence and Network        
Visibility  

Social influence plays an important role in shaping food-
truck patronage, but the sources and mechanisms of in
fluence differ across generational cohorts. Millennials and 
Generation Z are deeply embedded in digitally mediated 
social networks, where discovery, validation, and signaling 
often occur through platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, 
and peer-generated content. For these cohorts, visibility 
within digital networks can amplify perceptions of popu
larity, novelty, and cultural relevance. Baby Boomers and 
Generation X, by contrast, tend to rely more heavily on in
terpersonal recommendations rooted in established social 
ties, such as friends, family, or local community networks. 
As a result, social influence operates through distinct chan
nels across cohorts, shaping how food trucks are discov
ered, evaluated, and discussed. 
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P4: Generational cohort moderates the relationship be
tween social influence and food-truck patronage, such that 
the relationship is stronger for Millennials and Generation 
Z than for Baby Boomers and Generation X. 
Viewed through a strategic lens, the framework suggests 

that the effectiveness of social influence mechanisms de
pends on the dominant communication norms of targeted 
cohorts. Food-truck operators engaging Millennials and 
Generation Z may find that digitally visible cues—such as 
user-generated content, social sharing, or influencer en
gagement—carry particular interpretive weight. In contrast, 
for Baby Boomers and Generation X, trust may be more 
strongly shaped through word-of-mouth within established 
interpersonal networks or community settings. These dif
ferences underscore how social influence functions not as a 
single channel, but as a cohort-dependent pathway through 
which meaning and credibility are constructed. 

Proposition 5 – Ambiance as Servicescape Value        

Ambiance functions as a meaningful component of the 
food-truck experience, yet its interpretation varies across 
generational cohorts. For Millennials and Generation Z, 
ambiance often extends beyond physical comfort to include 
aesthetic cues, crowd energy, music, and visual distinc
tiveness that support lifestyle expression and social visi
bility. In these contexts, ambiance contributes to the over
all narrative of the experience and can enhance symbolic 
value. Baby Boomers and Generation X, by contrast, are 
more likely to interpret ambiance through lenses of com
fort, ease, and social accessibility, valuing elements such as 
seating availability, shade, lighting, and a manageable ser
vice environment. Thus, ambiance operates not as a uni
form backdrop, but as a cohort-specific signal that shapes 
how the food-truck experience is perceived and evaluated. 

P5: Generational cohort moderates the relationship be
tween ambiance and food-truck patronage, such that the 
relationship is stronger for Millennials and Generation Z 
than for Baby Boomers and Generation X. 
From a strategic perspective, the framework suggests 

that servicescape design choices may carry different mean
ings across cohorts. Food-truck operators seeking to engage 
Millennials and Generation Z may benefit from empha
sizing visually distinctive or socially engaging atmosphere 
cues that enhance experiential and symbolic value. In con
trast, Baby Boomers and Generation X may place greater 
emphasis on ambiance elements that facilitate comfort, 
ease of interaction, and predictability. These distinctions 
illustrate how ambiance serves as a cohort-contingent 
strategic lever rather than a universally interpreted feature 
of the food-truck environment. 

Proposition 6 – Situational Conditions      
(Seasonality and Weather)    

Situational conditions such as seasonality, weather, and 
event timing play a distinctive role in food-truck patronage 
because they directly shape the feasibility and comfort of 
the consumption experience. Generational cohorts differ in 
how they interpret and respond to these contextual con

straints. Baby Boomers and Generation X often place 
greater emphasis on predictability, physical comfort, and 
risk avoidance, making them more sensitive to unfavorable 
weather conditions, extreme temperatures, or inconvenient 
timing. Millennials and Generation Z, by contrast, may be 
more willing to tolerate situational discomfort when the 
experience offers novelty, social engagement, or symbolic 
value, particularly in festival, pop-up, or event-based con
texts. As a result, situational conditions do not function as 
uniform barriers to patronage but are filtered through co
hort-specific thresholds for inconvenience and experiential 
payoff. 

P6: Generational cohort moderates the relationship be
tween situational conditions (e.g., seasonality and weather) 
and food-truck patronage, such that the relationship is 
stronger for Baby Boomers and Generation X than for Mil
lennials and Generation Z. 
From a strategic standpoint, the framework suggests 

that sensitivity to situational conditions varies systemat
ically across cohorts. Food-truck operators seeking to ap
peal to Baby Boomers and Generation X may benefit from 
emphasizing predictable schedules, sheltered locations, 
and daytime service windows that reduce environmental 
friction. In contrast, Millennials and Generation Z may be 
more receptive to food-truck offerings embedded within 
events, festivals, or evening settings where situational chal
lenges are offset by social and experiential rewards. These 
differences highlight how environmental conditions oper
ate as a cohort-contingent strategic constraint rather than 
a universally limiting factor. 

Proposition 7 – Digital Enablement      

Digital enablement has become an increasingly salient 
feature of food-truck patronage, yet its importance is in
terpreted differently across generational cohorts. Millenni
als and Generation Z, having grown up with mobile tech
nologies and platform-based discovery, often view digital 
touchpoints—such as social media presence, mobile order
ing, QR menus, and cashless payment—as integral compo
nents of the consumption experience. For these cohorts, 
digital integration can signal legitimacy, accessibility, and 
cultural relevance. Baby Boomers and Generation X, by 
contrast, tend to perceive digital features as supplementary 
rather than essential, often prioritizing interpersonal inter
action and ease of use over technological sophistication. 
As a result, digital enablement functions not as a uniform 
baseline expectation, but as a cohort-contingent cue that 
shapes how food trucks are evaluated and engaged. 

P7: Generational cohort moderates the relationship be
tween digital enablement and food-truck patronage, such 
that the relationship is stronger for Millennials and Gener
ation Z than for Baby Boomers and Generation X. 
From a strategic perspective, the framework suggests 

that investments in digital tools may carry different inter
pretive weight across cohorts. For food-truck operators en
gaging Millennials and Generation Z, digital visibility and 
functionality may enhance perceptions of convenience and 
relevance. In contrast, Baby Boomers and Generation X may 
respond more favorably when digital options are offered 
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as optional complements rather than as primary points of 
interaction. These distinctions underscore how digital en
ablement operates as a cohort-dependent strategic signal 
rather than a universally required feature of food-truck op
erations. 

Proposition 8 – Localism and Community       
Support  

Localism is a broadly resonant theme in food-truck pa
tronage, yet the meanings consumers attach to “supporting 
local” vary across generational cohorts. Millennials and 
Generation Z often interpret localism through lenses of 
sustainability, ethical consumption, and social impact, 
viewing food trucks as extensions of broader value-based 
lifestyles. For these cohorts, local patronage can signal 
alignment with environmental responsibility, diversity, and 
community values. Baby Boomers and Generation X, by 
contrast, tend to associate localism with continuity, trust, 
and long-standing community relationships, emphasizing 
loyalty to familiar vendors and neighborhood-based busi
nesses. Thus, while local positioning appeals across co
horts, the underlying motivations and interpretive frames 
differ in ways that shape patronage behavior. 

P8: Generational cohort moderates the relationship be
tween local business positioning and food-truck patronage, 
such that the relationship is stronger for Millennials and 
Generation Z than for Baby Boomers and Generation X. 
From a strategic perspective, the framework suggests 

that local positioning serves as a flexible but cohort-con
tingent signal. Food-truck operators may find that empha
sizing sustainability practices, ethical sourcing, or social 
impact narratives aligns more closely with the value orien
tations of Millennials and Generation Z. In contrast, high
lighting longevity, neighborhood presence, or community 
ties may carry greater interpretive weight for Baby Boomers 
and Generation X. These distinctions illustrate how local
ism can function as a unifying theme while still allowing for 
generationally nuanced strategic framing. 

Entrepreneurial Takeaway   

The propositions suggest that food-truck patronage dri
vers are not uniformly interpreted across generational co
horts. For entrepreneurs, this implies that strategic choices 
related to convenience, value communication, novelty, am
biance, and local positioning may be more effective when 
aligned with the dominant cohort logics present in a given 
market. More broadly, the framework reinforces entrepre
neurship research emphasizing that market orientation and 
adaptive capability support small business performance un
der resource constraints (Parida et al., 2016; Wiklund & 
Shepherd, 2005). 

Managerial Implications: Strategy-Relevant    
Considerations for Food-Truck Entrepreneurs     

The managerial implications presented here are derived 
from the conceptual framework developed in this study and 
are intended to illustrate how generationally filtered pa

tronage drivers may inform strategic thinking among food-
truck entrepreneurs. Consistent with the conceptual nature 
of the paper, these implications are theory-informed rather 
than prescriptive and are offered to highlight patterns of 
interpretation and emphasis across generational cohorts. 
As such, they should be viewed as strategic considerations 
that warrant contextual adaptation and future empirical 
validation rather than as definitive managerial recommen
dations. 
From a strategic perspective, the framework suggests 

that digital engagement functions as a generationally con
tingent signal rather than a universally required opera
tional capability. For Millennials and Generation Z, digital 
visibility and functionality—such as social media presence, 
mobile ordering options, or cashless payment sys
tems—may shape perceptions of relevance, legitimacy, and 
ease of engagement. For Baby Boomers and Generation X, 
digital features appear to play a more supplementary role, 
often evaluated in relation to interpersonal interaction and 
perceived simplicity. This distinction highlights how digital 
tools may serve different strategic purposes depending on 
the dominant generational context in which a food truck 
operates. 
The framework further suggests that menu design and 

innovation represent an important site of generational dif
ferentiation. While novelty and experimentation may en
hance experiential value and identity expression for 
younger cohorts, older cohorts often evaluate innovation 
through lenses of authenticity, familiarity, and quality con
tinuity. Strategically, this implies that menus can function 
as signaling mechanisms that balance stability with selec
tive innovation, allowing food-truck operators to convey 
both creativity and credibility without assuming that nov
elty is uniformly desirable across consumers. 
Price–value considerations also emerge as cohort-de

pendent rather than absolute. For Baby Boomers and Gen
eration X, perceptions of fairness, transparency, and con
sistency may play a particularly important role in shaping 
trust and repeat patronage. In contrast, Millennials and 
Generation Z may incorporate experiential, ethical, or sym
bolic dimensions into their assessments of value alongside 
monetary cost. From a strategic standpoint, this suggests 
that how price is framed and communicated may influence 
patronage as much as price levels themselves, especially in 
contexts where multiple cohorts are present. 
Situational conditions such as weather, timing, and 

event context appear to operate as implicit segmentation 
mechanisms rather than neutral environmental con
straints. The framework indicates that older cohorts may 
be more sensitive to physical comfort, predictability, and 
environmental friction, whereas younger cohorts may dis
play greater tolerance for situational inconvenience when 
social or experiential rewards are salient. This insight high
lights how location choice, scheduling, and event partici
pation can shape the generational composition of a food 
truck’s customer base without explicit targeting. 
Finally, the framework underscores the strategic flexi

bility of localism as a positioning narrative. While support 
for local businesses resonates across cohorts, the meanings 
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attached to localism differ. Younger consumers may inter
pret local positioning through sustainability, ethics, and 
social impact lenses, whereas older consumers may associ
ate it with loyalty, trust, and community continuity. This 
suggests that localism can function as a unifying strategic 
anchor while still allowing for generationally nuanced in
terpretation, reinforcing the value of adaptive messaging 
rather than one-dimensional positioning. 

Conclusion and Future Research     

Food trucks exemplify the challenges and opportunities 
of small business entrepreneurship. They operate at the 
intersection of resource constraints, intense competition, 
and shifting consumer expectations. This paper develops a 
conceptual framework that positions food trucks as mobile 
servicescapes, theorizing how eight drivers—convenience, 
price–value, novelty, social influence, ambiance, situa
tional conditions, digital enablement, and localism—are fil
tered through generational orientations. By advancing 
propositions for each driver, the framework offers both 
scholarly contributions and strategy-relevant insights for 
practice. 
The central insight is that the same driver does not carry 

the same weight across cohorts. Boomers and Generation 
X emphasize convenience, fairness, and comfort; Millenni
als and Generation Z prioritize novelty, digital integration, 
and social visibility. Localism emerges as a rare cross-co
hort bridge, interpreted through sustainability by younger 
cohorts and community continuity by older ones. For small 
business strategy, these insights matter because they allow 
entrepreneurs to tailor menus, pricing, routes, and promo
tions with greater precision, conserving scarce resources 
while amplifying market impact (Markman & Baron, 2003; 
Wiklund & Shepherd, 2005). 
Beyond immediate implications, the study sets a for

ward-looking research agenda. First, empirical validation 
is needed. Survey and experimental designs could measure 
how generational filters affect patronage, revisit intentions, 
and word-of-mouth. Second, life-stage versus cohort iden
tity remains an open question: longitudinal studies could 
determine whether Millennials’ novelty-seeking and Gen 
Z’s digital fluency endure with age (Schewe & Meredith, 
2004). Third, emerging drivers such as health conscious
ness, sustainability, and hybrid digital-physical consump
tion suggest fertile extensions of the model (Namkung & 
Jang, 2017; Theocharis & Tsekouropoulos, 2025). Fourth, 
cross-cultural comparisons could reveal how these genera

tional patterns vary in collectivist versus individualist con
texts (Roy & Goswami, 2020). Finally, digital ethnogra
phy—analyzing consumer narratives across Instagram, 
TikTok, and Yelp—offers opportunities to capture how 
identity and community are performed in food-truck cul
ture (Kozinets et al., 2004). 
Taken together, the framework reframes food trucks not 

just as vendors but as strategic arenas where generational 
identity, cultural meaning, and entrepreneurial practice in
tersect. For scholars, it extends consumer and small busi
ness strategy research into a novel, mobile context. For 
practitioners, it offers strategy-relevant insights for cohort-
sensitive positioning and resource allocation in competitive 
markets. Food trucks may appear modest in scale, but they 
reveal enduring lessons about how small businesses can 
thrive when they align strategy with the cultural filters of 
their consumers. 

Disclosure Statement   

The author reports there are no competing interests to 
declare. 

Funding  

This research did not receive any specific grant from 
funding agencies in the public, commercial, or not-for-
profit sectors. 

Data Availability Statement    

No new data were collected or analyzed in support of this 
conceptual study. 

Generative AI Disclosure    

During the preparation of this work, the author used 
OpenAI’s ChatGPT to assist with drafting, editing, and for
matting. After using this tool, the author reviewed and re
vised the content and takes full responsibility for the final 
version of the manuscript. 

Submitted: September 23, 2025 CDT. Accepted: January 15, 
2026 CDT. Published: July 08, 2026 CDT. 

This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License 

(CCBY-4.0). View this license's legal deed at http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0 and legal code at http://creativecom

mons.org/licenses/by/4.0/legalcode for more information. 

Rolling Preferences: Generational Drivers of Food-Truck Patronage and Small Business Strategy

Journal of Small Business Strategy

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/legalcode
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/legalcode


References  

Arnould, E. J., & Thompson, C. J. (2005). Consumer 
culture theory (CCT): Twenty years of research. 
Journal of Consumer Research, 31(4), 868–882. https://
doi.org/10.1086/426626 

Bitner, M. J. (1992). Servicescapes: The impact of 
physical surroundings on customers and employees. 
Journal of Marketing, 56(2), 57–71. https://doi.org/
10.1177/002224299205600205 

Brännback, M., & Carsrud, A. (2016). Understanding 
entrepreneurial mindsets: A multidisciplinary approach. 
Springer. 

Choi, J., & Zhao, J. (2020). Exploring millennial food 
truck consumers’ behavioral intentions: An 
application of the theory of planned behavior. Journal 
of Hospitality Marketing & Management, 29(7), 
835–855. https://doi.org/10.1080/
19368623.2020.1716976 

Durand, R., Granqvist, N., & Tyllström, A. (2017). From 
categories to categorization: A social perspective on 
market categorization. In R. Durand, N. Granqvist, & 
A. Tyllström (Eds.), From categories to categorization: 
Studies in sociology, organizations and strategy at the 
crossroads (Vol. 51, pp. 3–30). Emerald Publishing 
Limited. https://doi.org/10.1108/
S0733-558X20170000051011 

Engel, J. F., Blackwell, R. D., & Miniard, P. W. (1995). 
Consumer behavior (8th ed.). Dryden Press. 

Holbrook, M. B., & Hirschman, E. C. (1982). The 
experiential aspects of consumption: Consumer 
fantasies, feelings, and fun. Journal of Consumer 
Research, 9(2), 132–140. https://doi.org/10.1086/
208906 

IBISWorld. (2023). Food trucks in the United States: 
Market research report. IBISWorld Industry Reports. 

Inglehart, R. (1997). Modernization and 
postmodernization: Cultural, economic, and political 
change in 43 societies. Princeton University Press. 
https://doi.org/10.1515/9780691214429 

Jang, S., & Kim, J. (2020). The effect of authenticity and 
novelty on food truck patronage intentions: The 
moderating role of involvement. International Journal 
of Hospitality Management, 89, 102570. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.ijhm.2020.102570 

Kamenidou, I. C., Stavrianea, A., & Bara, E. Z. (2020). 
Generational differences toward social media usage 
and digital behavior: A comparative study among Gen 
Z, Millennials, and Gen X. Sustainability, 12(18), 
7492. https://doi.org/10.3390/su12187492 

Kim, J., & Lee, H. (2021). The influence of food quality, 
price fairness, and perceived value on food truck 
dining satisfaction and revisit intention. Journal of 
Foodservice Business Research, 24(5), 473–490. https:/
/doi.org/10.1080/15378020.2021.1883217 

Kozinets, R. V., Sherry, J. F., DeBerry-Spence, B., 
Duhachek, A., Nuttavuthisit, K., & Storm, D. (2004). 
Ludic agency and retail spectacle. Journal of Consumer 
Research, 31(3), 658–672. https://doi.org/10.1086/
425099 

Lee, K., & Kim, H. (2019). Understanding consumer 
preference for food trucks: The role of sensory 
appeal, novelty, and convenience. Appetite, 132, 
37–44. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2018.09.015 

Lichy, J. (2022). When technology leads social business: 
Food-truck technology for sustainable social 
business. Sustainability, 14(23), 15894. https://
doi.org/10.3390/su142315894 

Lin, Y., & Mattila, A. S. (2021). Mobile servicescapes: 
Extending the concept to pop-up dining and food 
trucks. Journal of Services Marketing, 35(6), 753–765. 
https://doi.org/10.1108/JSM-08-2020-0325 

Lumpkin, G. T., & Dess, G. G. (1996). Clarifying the 
entrepreneurial orientation construct and linking it 
to performance. Academy of Management Review, 
21(1), 135–172. https://doi.org/10.5465/
amr.1996.9602161568 

Markman, G. D., & Baron, R. A. (2003). 
Person–entrepreneurship fit: Why some people are 
more successful as entrepreneurs than others. Human 
Resource Management Review, 13(2), 281–301. https://
doi.org/10.1016/S1053-4822(03)00018-4 

Myung, E., & Jung, J. (2019). Consumers’ motivations 
for patronizing food trucks. Journal of Foodservice 
Business Research, 22(2), 135–150. https://doi.org/
10.1080/15378020.2018.1546076 

Namkung, Y., & Jang, S. (2017). Are consumers willing 
to pay more for sustainable practices in food trucks? 
Sustainability, 9(11), 1936. https://doi.org/10.3390/
su9111936 

National Restaurant Association. (2024). State of the 
restaurant industry report. National Restaurant 
Association. 

Parida, V., George, N. M., Lahti, T., & Wincent, J. 
(2016). Innovation and internationalization in high-
tech small firms: The role of strategic learning and 
international strategy. Small Business Economics, 47, 
819–842. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11187-016-9731-8 

Pine, B. J., & Gilmore, J. H. (1999). The experience 
economy: Work is theatre & every business a stage. 
Harvard Business School Press. 

Roy, S., & Goswami, P. (2020). Experiential 
consumption and brand engagement in the street 
food sector. Journal of Retailing and Consumer 
Services, 54, 102017. https://doi.org/10.1016/
j.jretconser.2020.102017 

Schewe, C. D., & Meredith, G. (2004). Segmenting 
global markets by generational cohorts: Determining 
motivations by age. Journal of Consumer Behaviour, 
4(1), 51–63. https://doi.org/10.1002/cb.157 

Schifeling, T., & Demetry, D. (2021). The new food truck 
in town: Authenticity-based entrepreneurship and 
the social regulation of legitimacy. Administrative 
Science Quarterly, 66(4), 1011–1053. https://doi.org/
10.1177/00018392211012806 

Rolling Preferences: Generational Drivers of Food-Truck Patronage and Small Business Strategy

Journal of Small Business Strategy

https://doi.org/10.1086/426626
https://doi.org/10.1086/426626
https://doi.org/10.1177/002224299205600205
https://doi.org/10.1177/002224299205600205
https://doi.org/10.1080/19368623.2020.1716976
https://doi.org/10.1080/19368623.2020.1716976
https://doi.org/10.1108/S0733-558X20170000051011
https://doi.org/10.1108/S0733-558X20170000051011
https://doi.org/10.1086/208906
https://doi.org/10.1086/208906
https://doi.org/10.1515/9780691214429
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijhm.2020.102570
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijhm.2020.102570
https://doi.org/10.3390/su12187492
https://doi.org/10.1080/15378020.2021.1883217
https://doi.org/10.1080/15378020.2021.1883217
https://doi.org/10.1086/425099
https://doi.org/10.1086/425099
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2018.09.015
https://doi.org/10.3390/su142315894
https://doi.org/10.3390/su142315894
https://doi.org/10.1108/JSM-08-2020-0325
https://doi.org/10.5465/amr.1996.9602161568
https://doi.org/10.5465/amr.1996.9602161568
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1053-4822(03)00018-4
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1053-4822(03)00018-4
https://doi.org/10.1080/15378020.2018.1546076
https://doi.org/10.1080/15378020.2018.1546076
https://doi.org/10.3390/su9111936
https://doi.org/10.3390/su9111936
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11187-016-9731-8
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jretconser.2020.102017
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jretconser.2020.102017
https://doi.org/10.1002/cb.157
https://doi.org/10.1177/00018392211012806
https://doi.org/10.1177/00018392211012806


Sherry, J. F. (1998). Servicescapes: The concept of place 
in contemporary markets. In J. F. Sherry Jr. (Ed.), 
Servicescapes: The concept of place in contemporary 
markets (pp. 1–42). American Marketing Association. 

Strauss, W., & Howe, N. (1991). Generations: The history 
of America’s future, 1584–2069. William Morrow. 

Theocharis, D., & Tsekouropoulos, G. (2025). 
Sustainable consumption and branding for Gen Z: 
How brand dimensions influence consumer behavior. 
Sustainability, 17(9), 4124. https://doi.org/10.3390/
su17094124 

Torres-Casado, B. (2025). From Baby Boomers to Z: 
Gastronomic preferences and the generational 
experience and branding framework. Journal of 
Destination Marketing & Management, 25, 100736. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jdmm.2025.100736 

Wang, W. (2025). The wait for authenticity: The role of 
consumer innovativeness in shaping food truck 
perceptions. International Journal of Hospitality 
Management, 121, 103874. https://doi.org/10.1016/
j.ijhm.2025.103874 

Wiklund, J., & Shepherd, D. (2005). Entrepreneurial 
orientation and small business performance: A 
configurational approach. Journal of Business 
Venturing, 20(1), 71–91. https://doi.org/10.1016/
j.jbusvent.2004.01.001 

Yoon, H. J., Lee, J. S., & Kim, S. (2023). Consumer 
attitude and visit intention toward food trucks 
targeting Millennials. International Journal of 
Hospitality & Tourism Administration, 24(3), 223–240. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/15256480.2020.1845342 

Rolling Preferences: Generational Drivers of Food-Truck Patronage and Small Business Strategy

Journal of Small Business Strategy

https://doi.org/10.3390/su17094124
https://doi.org/10.3390/su17094124
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jdmm.2025.100736
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijhm.2025.103874
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijhm.2025.103874
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusvent.2004.01.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusvent.2004.01.001
https://doi.org/10.1080/15256480.2020.1845342

	Rolling Preferences: Generational Drivers of Food-Truck Patronage and Small Business Strategy
	Introduction
	Theoretical Foundations
	Food Trucks as Strategic and Symbolic Entrepreneurial Forms
	Generational Cohort Theory as a Strategic Lens
	Consumer Decision-Making Beyond Utility
	Experiential Consumption and Servicescape Design
	Integrating the Perspectives


	Conceptual Framework and Propositions
	Propositions
	Proposition 1 – Convenience as Temporal Value
	Proposition 2 – Price–Value Congruence
	Proposition 3 – Menu Novelty and Experimentation
	Proposition 4 – Social Influence and Network Visibility
	Proposition 5 – Ambiance as Servicescape Value
	Proposition 6 – Situational Conditions (Seasonality and Weather)
	Proposition 7 – Digital Enablement
	Proposition 8 – Localism and Community Support
	Entrepreneurial Takeaway
	Managerial Implications: Strategy-Relevant Considerations for Food-Truck Entrepreneurs


	Conclusion and Future Research
	Disclosure Statement
	Funding
	Data Availability Statement
	Generative AI Disclosure

	References


