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In the short-term, it can be any of these
factors. However, in the long run, restaurant
and retail operators need to understand
what drives visit frequency, restaurant use
and loyalty. This article summarises an
ongoing study that compares two types of
restaurant attributes: operations and brand
image – and how they impact guest visits.
PROJECT SUMMARY

1

The ‘experience’ a guest has at a
restaurant is nearly twice as important
as ‘brand’ considerations to increase
future visits. Brand ratings are important,
but if the food and service do not stand out
or are not consistently excellent, customers
will not become brand loyalists; they will visit
less often. A large majority of those who visit
a restaurant are, in fact, lighter users. They
represent the best sales growth opportunity
available to any company.

2

From 25 brand and operations
attributes evaluated in our research,
we found two that stand-out to
increase long-term guest count performance
or ‘real’ sales: ‘I crave their food at times’;
‘Staff are very attentive, in tune with your
needs.’
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diner experience is more important than brand
considerations for encouraging future repeat visits,
and light users offer the best sales opportunity for
restaurants’ long-term growth
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A

nyone who has worked in a
retail or food service operation
has heard the line: ‘When sales
are up, it’s great operations.
When they are down, it’s bad

… marketing, the economy, competition, the
weather…’
Aside from an attempt at humour, there’s
an underlying sense of the unknown. Who
really knows why sales are going up or
down? Is it the economy, competition, brand
issues, or can a drop in sales be a decline due
to our own performance?

Overall, we argue that companies
must view marketing spending as a
way to ‘leverage’ strong and improving
operations. The idea that sales can be
improved via promotions, or new product
intros, are self defeating in the long run.
From a business viewpoint, the first
challenge to any research findings is: do these
findings make business sense?
For the casual dining category as a whole,
we would argue that these results do. The
most prominent chains with thousands of
locations – Chili’s, Applebee’s, TGI Friday’s
– tend to be viewed as more alike than
different. Most offer broad, if not very
broad, menu choices of which few products
stand out. Few chains stress attentive
service, while nearly all stress friendliness
and efficiency.
In the next section of this article, we
review a highly successful operator and how
this approach can be applied to a specific
case. Even when an operator is enjoying
sales growth in this challenging economic
and competitive environment, we will show
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that it is still possible to identify growth
opportunities for the company that builds
long-term sales and increases guest visit
frequency.
A FOOD SERVICE CASE
Despite the very demanding economic
environment of the past few years, the chain
in this study was thriving. The company
competed in a highly developed casual
dining restaurant area with strong regional
competitors as well as national chains. All
of the competitors had bigger marketing
budgets and did more promotional offers
than this company could afford.
Even as the larger, more established
chains with far more significant marketing
budgets saw weak sales results, this company
was a business success story. Sales and
guest counts were up significantly versus
prior years. New units were being opened.
By financial measures, the business was a
success as well. Return on investment was
high and margins were good.
The case study looks at how this regional
chain used our research approach to identify
specific long-term sales opportunities for its
business – even while enjoying short-term
success. It is important to note here we’re
looking for a sales-building opportunity.
In many cases, restaurants will focus on
correcting problems – inconsistent service
speeds, food quality or preparation issues. A
focus on disaster visits, while understandable,
addresses only a small percentage of the
businesses challenge. Fixing problems is
essential. Restaurants cannot improve their
performance if their service is inconsistent.
Given this, our focus is on broader
longer-term operating strategies that will
increase guest visit frequency with the best
sales growth opportunity – ‘light’ users.
IDENTIFYING FUTURE SUCCESS
In this case example, we would expect
research to confirm a very strong guest
experience was delivered operationally for
this company’s guests. At the same time, we
would not expect to see brand/advertising
metrics that were competitive with the
larger chains. Awareness measures and ad
recall simply were not competitive for a
small chain without TV advertising and
other media.
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The top line results of the research did
indeed confirm those expectations. More
importantly, we were also able to identify
specific experience gaps that provide a
long-term sales opportunity for the company.
For most casual dining chains, 70% of
the guests coming into the restaurant are
not heavy users, (classed as those who visit
monthly or more).
Light users are by far the best sales
opportunity for any restaurant. These
guests already visit the restaurant; they are
not ‘rejecters’. Yet, they do not have an
emotional connection to the restaurant that
makes them regular guests. There exists an
experience gap which the 30% heavy users
find significant enough to bring them back at
least once a month.
STUDY BACKGROUND
The results reported here represent
the combined data for 29 Casual Dining
Restaurant (CDR) chains, representing more
than 30,000 lunch and dinner visits. The data
includes operation ratings, brand metrics and
other ratings.
We evaluated 25 individual variables
and their impact on changes in the best
predictors of sales. Thirteen were ‘brand’
attributes – ‘It’s a place for people like me’,
and ‘The combination of food, service and
prices paid is great value’. Twelve were
operational attributes, such as ‘hot food is
served hot, cold food served cold’, and ‘staff
are very attentive, in tune with your needs’.
The first goal of this analysis was to
determine which category is most predictive
of Overall Satisfaction – a latent variable
computed by the Structural Equations
Model. That is, created from their essential
behavioural measures of ‘Likelihood to Visit’
‘Overall Restaurant Rating’, and ‘Likelihood
to Recommend’ the restaurant. A more
detailed discussion of Structural Equations
Models is beyond the scope of this article.
In short, though, what we did was to group
‘brand’ variables, ‘operations’ variables, and
‘overall’ variables, into single latent variables
and investigate how they impact each other
via Structural Equations Modelling.
We found the relationship between
‘operations’ variables to be nearly twice as
important to improve Overall Satisfaction
as ‘brand’ variables. Correlation to Overall
Satisfaction was 1.3 for ‘Brand’ attributes

and 2.2 for ‘Operations’.
In addition to the overall association
(model correlations) of each group, we can
also identify the individual attributes that
are most important to improve Overall
Satisfaction for casual dining chains. This
is another output of Structural Equations
Models.
The ‘Impact’ of individual attributes can
be presented as a Performance Matrix which
highlights the individual attributes on which
most CDR chains should concentrate their
efforts.
PERFORMANCE MATRIX
When individual attributes are mapped
against Overall Satisfaction for the 29 casual
dining chains in the study, only two of the
25 rated attributes clearly fall into the top
priority, opportunity quadrant. These are:
‘staff are very attentive, in tune with your
needs’ and ‘I crave their food at all times’.
Specials and promotions will boost
short-term sales. However, these
promotions almost never result in consistent
improvement in customer experience. In
fact, as shown by our analysis, specials may
actually hurt long-term restaurant loyalty
by lowering the quality of the restaurant
product (I crave their food at all times), and
service (staff are very attentive, in tune with
your needs). The staff are overwhelmed
and unable to keep up with the short-term
tsunami.
There are many other analyses that can
be completed using this data to zero in
on why such operational differences exist.
Research can help identify these issues.
Still, solutions require a deep understanding
of the company’s training and operational
procedures.
There is no shortage of day-to-day
operational challenges in the restaurant
business. While crisis management will
never go away in the life of restaurant
operations, this approach offers something
as important to a restaurant business as
improving consistency. It identifies the
long-term, priority improvements needed
by a restaurant chain to increase future
visits and sales.
more on restaurant
loyalty at
www.warc.com

