What is driving the purchase decision? 
Prospective grill purchasers have owned many grills before. Common frustrations with their current grill are as follows: 

• Inconsistent performance & cooking “If it’s brown it’s done. If it’s black its dog food!” 
• Constant flare-ups that burn out of control “Is a squirt bottle a key accessory when you cook?” 
• Premature failure of the burner and other parts 

• Poor access to parts & service* 

First thing to keep in mind: You get what you pay for! I often say, good things are seldom cheap. And cheap things are seldom good. You will see grills available from $150 and up. Better grills will cost much more -- upwards of $1000 to $2000 or more. And if you want the best, and money is no object, you could easily pay $5000 for a high-end commercial style grill, and $10,000 or more for a quality outdoor kitchen. 

Consider your budget, and then consider how long you want your grill to last, and what you want your grill to do. 

Most people would never even think about buying a $200 or $300 range for their kitchen, but have no difficulty doing that with a grill. Yet they want to use the grill every weekend, every month all year long, and wonder why it doesn’t hold up. If you buy a cheaper grill, you will likely be back in the market in a year or two looking to buy another. That is the reality. We must also consider performance.
When I got my first grill, I just assumed BBQ’d food was always raw in the middle and burned black on the outside. Those steaks I got from the KEG, they were great, but you just can’t get that kind of result from an outdoor grill can you?? WRONG! The better grills will give you these better results. Aside from much better cooking performance, a quality grill will also last much longer. You will also find that there is a big difference in warranties and after-sales service too with brand name grills. More on that later… 

Fuel: A few options here. In BC, the most common choices are propane and natural gas. This is due primarily to convenience and consistent performance. Turn a knob and push a button – you’re in business. The grill is hot in no time ready to go. Propane is very popular due to its portability wide availability. Natural gas costs less than Propane. NG also offers another key convenience -- you will never have the inconvenience of running out of fuel half way thru grilling a steak because you are tied into your household gas supply. The major disadvantage when compared to LP is loss of portability. You will not be moving your NG grill into the rear yard or taking it camping. Your grill’s location will be limited by the length of your fuel supply hose (they are usually 5’ long). This means your NG grill stays pretty much in one place. 

While popular in the Southwest, charcoal grills are much less common in Canada. Charcoal grills can be hard to light, take much longer to heat up, and uneven cooking temperatures can be a particular problem. This requires careful supervision, and constant re-positioning of food. Food usually takes longer to cook on a charcoal grill, and clean-up afterwards can be a lot of work. That said, food that is slow-cooked with wood chips on a charcoal grill will have that heavy “smoky” flavour that grilling enthusiasts desire. Other options include pellet grills, and electric grills. Pellet grills tend to be more expensive due to the complexity of the feed system. Electricity is required. Reliability can be an issue, and the proper fuels can sometimes be hard to find. Electric grills are generally dismissed due to performance. Food cooked on an electric grill lacks the zesty taste that only open flame and smoke can deliver.

Material: The main body of the grill – the oven, is usually made from cast aluminum, painted sheet metal, porcelain enamel steel or stainless steel. Any painted steel that is exposed to high heat will quickly start to rust out. Porcelain enamel is different. Porcelain is not paint – it is baked on glass. Quite durable providing you do not chip thru the exterior coating, and holds up well. Thick cast aluminum also holds up well over time but has difficulty holding paint, so it can look a little shabby after years of usage. Quality stainless steel is the preferred material of choice, but is very, very expensive. Why stainless? What are commercial kitchens and commercial kitchen equipment made from? Stainless steel. Stainless is very easy to clean. Its unique surface has no pores or cracks within its grains to harbor dirt, grime, germs, or bacteria. Stainless is very attractive and requires minimal care. It doesn’t chip, and is very resistant to corrosion. With proper care, quality stainless will last for a very, very long time – possibly even a lifetime. Keep in mind that “stainless” is really a misnomer. It would have been better to call this metal “rust resistant”. Stainless steel can discolor over time, and fingerprints and smudges will drive a clean freak nuts! Stainless can still degrade in corrosive environments. Keep them away from hot tubs and pools. Bleach and other chemicals that evaporate from the water could cause problems. The quality of the stainless steel is also an issue that has come to light in recent years. Earlier, I mentioned the phrase “quality stainless”. Some words of caution… Better qualities of stainless alloys contain at least 10% chromium. Nickel is another common ingredient in quality stainless. In fact, the nickel content is what makes 304 grade stainless non-magnetic. Manufacturers know that consumers like the look of stainless steel. So they have all rushed to market with grills of every shape & size. Here is the problem… Some of the “stainless” on these grills is still rusting. How is this possible? Well, in an effort to cut costs manufacturers have been doing some tinkering with formulas that they make these stainless alloys from. Their desire was to produce a metal that has the bright appearance of stainless, but without the expense. As a consumer, how do you avoid this problem? Go with a brand name grill. Some suggest doing a 
magnet test, but that isn’t always a real indictor of whether you are getting value or not. There are many of grades of good stainless that are still magnetic. 

While we are this topic, which component is going to rust out first? The burner. If it is made with aluminized steel, it will rust-though in very short order – as little as one or two seasons. At the very least, select a grill with high-quality 304 stainless tube burners (the really expensive grills will feature cast stainless or other similar material). Cheap grills have aluminized steel burners. With these, expect a warranty of one year or less. Mid-range grills equipped with entry-level stainless steel burners will usually give you a two or 3 year warranty. Pay a little more, you might get 5 years. The better grills will feature heavier 304 grade stainless burners with a 10 year burner replacement warranty. Keep in mind if the manufacturer of the grill does not back the burner with a ten year warranty, they are telling you something about quality – in other words, they do not expect them to last. Keep in mind coverage on other components like electrical and paint, will be much shorter. 

Watch for stainless that is purely ornamental. If you see regular painted metal framing holding everything together within the lid, cooking area, and oven tub below, you might be best to pass, because that metal will rust out, then there is nothing left to hold your grill together. Easy test: Take a magnet with you on your shopping trip. 304 is non-magnetic. Better stainless grills always heavy-up on 304 grade within the “head” of the grill because it copes with heat and is extremely corrosion resistant. If your magnet sticks to stainless within this area, you will have problems with corrosion in the near future (lesser grades of stainless are OK on side shelves and the cart where high-heat is not an issue). 

Size: What kinds of things do you want to cook on your grill? How many people do you want to cook for? Large roasts and turkeys will require a bigger oven. If you need to be able to grill up 20 or 30 hamburgers at a time, you'll also want a larger grill. Important to watch here too: Just because a grill has a large area, doesn’t mean this is actually effective cooking space. Common problem with cheap grills: hot in the middle and cold all around the outside (sides/front/rear). A good grill will give you consistent cooking performance from side to side and front to back. 

Heat: BTU ratings. This is a measurement of the amount of heat created by the burner, but a grill with higher BTUs may not necessarily cook better than one with lower BTU’s – it is what you do with the heat that makes the difference. A grill that cannot capture & distribute heat will not perform as well as one that does regardless of BTU capacity. 

Durability: Materials, thickness of metals, quality of parts play a major role in how long a grill will last. However, the biggest part of the lifespan of your gas grill is how well it is take care of. If you look after it, your new grill will last a very long time! Even the best grill will fall apart if it is left uncovered, unclean, and poorly maintained. 

Here are some quick, easy ways to separate the good from the bad: 

Many retailers have little knowledge about the grilling products they sell. They cannot answer basic questions, and if the customer needs assistance or parts down the road, they are usually met with confusion as to what to do or where to go. At best, they are often just directed to contact the manufacturer. Good luck with that… 
While price is always a consideration, there are three things that you need to ensure you are getting from the people you buy your grill from, because this will help to guarantee your long-term satisfaction: 

• Knowledge 
• Experience 
• And Most Importantly…. SERVICE! 
If you were to require parts or service advice, does the store offer after-sales support, parts, and trouble-shooting assistance? Are parts readily available? If you are directed to contact a third party or to call an 800 number – this is a very bad sign!! Do not buy this grill. Reputable name brand grills have a dealer network that is equipped to help with after-sales service. Many other no-name brands and licensed brands do not. Is the brand name on the grill the same as the manufacturer’s name in the owner’s manual? At the very least, the brand name should be owned by the manufacturer that builds it. If you cannot figure out who made your grill, or your grill is just produced under some sort of licensing agreement – that is potentially a very bad sign. Do the store’s salespeople own the particular grill they are trying to sell you? If not, how can they really share knowledge & experience with you? Fact: Some of the store brands being sold out there change factories every year based on who can build the cheapest. 

In conclusion, a quality grill is a joy to use. Foods cook up easily and consistently. A poor quality grill will have you cursing each and every time you burn an expensive cut of meat. Will a high-end grill really make you a better cook? Probably yes, but then again – it is a poor mechanic that blames their tools. Follow the advice offered within the manual. Learn proper grilling techniques. Clean & maintain your grill as directed. And try some new recipes!! As with anything, you can perfect your technique with a little practice. 

