history of panda express

History of Panda Express is a fascinating journey that reflects the evolution of American Chinese
cuisine and the entrepreneurial spirit of its founders, Andrew and Peggy Cherng. From its humble
beginnings as a single restaurant in 1983 to becoming one of the largest and most recognizable fast-
casual dining chains in the United States, Panda Express has carved a unique niche in the culinary
landscape. This article explores the milestones in the history of Panda Express, the significance of its
menu offerings, and the impact it has made in the fast-food industry.

Founding of Panda Express

Panda Express was founded in 1983 by Andrew Cherng and his father, Ming-Tsai Cherng, who had
previously run a restaurant called Panda Inn in Pasadena, California. The inspiration for Panda
Express came from the desire to offer a more casual dining experience that still showcased authentic
Chinese flavors.

The First Location

- The first Panda Express opened in Glendale, California, within a shopping mall.
- It was designed to provide quick service and affordable meals.
- The menu featured a mix of traditional Chinese dishes and American adaptations.

The founders aimed to create a welcoming environment where customers could enjoy quality food
without the formality of traditional Chinese restaurants. This approach resonated with the American
public, leading to rapid growth in popularity.

Expansion and Growth

Following the success of the first location, Panda Express began to expand aggressively throughout
California and eventually the rest of the United States.

Franchising and New Locations

- In 1987, Panda Express began franchising its brand, allowing for faster expansion.

- By the early 1990s, Panda Express had opened its 100th location.

- The chain continued to grow, establishing a presence in malls, airports, and other high-traffic
areas.

Panda Express's franchising model allowed for local entrepreneurs to invest in the brand, further
increasing its reach and accessibility. This strategy played a crucial role in the brand's ability to
adapt to regional tastes while maintaining its core offerings.



Signature Menu Items

One of the reasons for the success of Panda Express is its diverse and appealing menu, which
combines traditional Chinese dishes with American flavors. Over the years, the chain has introduced
several signature items that have become fan favorites.

Popular Dishes

1. Orange Chicken:

- Perhaps the most iconic dish, Orange Chicken is a sweet and tangy battered chicken dish coated in
a flavorful sauce.

- Introduced in 1987, it quickly became a staple of the Panda Express menu.

2. Beijing Beef:
- A blend of crispy beef, bell peppers, and onions in a sweet and spicy sauce.
- This dish reflects the chain's ability to innovate while staying true to its Chinese culinary roots.

3. Kung Pao Chicken:
- A classic stir-fry dish featuring chicken, peanuts, and vegetables tossed in a spicy sauce.
- It appeals to customers looking for a bit of heat in their meal.

4. Chow Mein:
- A popular noodle dish that complements many of Panda Express's entrees.
- The noodles are stir-fried with vegetables, providing a satisfying side option.

5. Vegetable Spring Rolls:
- A vegetarian option that has gained popularity among health-conscious diners.
- These crispy rolls are filled with fresh vegetables and served with a dipping sauce.

Panda Express has continuously updated its menu to include seasonal items and healthier options,
which has helped it stay relevant in a competitive market.

Impact on American Cuisine

The history of Panda Express is not just about the growth of a single restaurant chain; it also reflects
the broader trends in American dining and the evolution of Chinese cuisine in the United States.

Changing Perceptions of Chinese Food

- Traditional Chinese restaurants often focused on authenticity and formal dining experiences.
- Panda Express introduced a fast-casual model that made Chinese food more accessible to the
masses.

- The brand has played a significant role in reshaping American perceptions of Chinese cuisine.



As a result, many Americans began to associate Chinese food with quick service and comfort,
leading to increased demand for similar dining experiences across the country.

Community Engagement and Sustainability

Panda Express has also been active in community engagement and sustainability efforts. The
company recognizes the importance of giving back to the community and has implemented various
initiatives.

Panda Cares Foundation

- Founded in 1999, the Panda Cares Foundation focuses on improving the quality of life for children
in need.
- The foundation supports educational and health programs for underprivileged youth.

Through fundraising efforts and partnerships with organizations like the Make-A-Wish Foundation,
Panda Express has made a meaningful impact on countless lives.

Sustainability Efforts

- Panda Express has committed to sourcing ingredients responsibly, including seafood and palm oil.
- The company aims to reduce its environmental footprint through various sustainability initiatives,
such as waste reduction and energy efficiency.

These efforts are crucial for modern consumers who increasingly prioritize sustainability in their
dining choices.

Global Expansion

While Panda Express has its roots firmly planted in the United States, the company has also made
strides in global expansion.

International Locations

- The first international location opened in Mexico in 1997.
- Over the years, Panda Express has expanded to Canada, the Middle East, and Asia.

This global presence allows Panda Express to introduce its unique take on Chinese cuisine to diverse
markets while adapting to local tastes.



Conclusion

The history of Panda Express is a testament to the power of innovation in the restaurant industry.
By combining traditional Chinese flavors with American dining preferences, Andrew and Peggy
Cherng have created a beloved brand that resonates with millions of customers. As Panda Express
continues to evolve and adapt to changing consumer preferences, its impact on American cuisine
and culture remains significant. With a commitment to community engagement and sustainability,
the future of Panda Express looks promising as it continues to grow both domestically and
internationally.

Frequently Asked Questions

When was Panda Express founded?

Panda Express was founded in 1983.

Who are the founders of Panda Express?

Panda Express was founded by Andrew Cherng and his father, Master Chef Ming-Tsai Cherng.

What was the first menu item offered by Panda Express?

The first menu item was the original Orange Chicken, which became a signature dish.

How did Panda Express expand in its early years?

Panda Express expanded by opening locations in shopping malls, which attracted a large customer
base.

Is Panda Express considered fast food?

Yes, Panda Express is categorized as fast-casual dining, providing quick service with a focus on
Chinese-American cuisine.

What is the significance of the Panda in Panda Express's
branding?

The panda symbolizes both the roots in Chinese culture and a friendly, approachable brand image.

How many locations does Panda Express have as of 2023?

As of 2023, Panda Express has over 2,200 locations across the United States and internationally.
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