The Evolving
Customer
Experience

How to Connect with Guests
in a Meaningful Way
Increased crowding and competition are forcing fast
casuals to quickly cook up new ways of doing
business. Serving mouthwatering food, perhaps
once the central ingredient in a restaurant’s recipe
for success, is now just one must-have among many.
Instead, today, the entirety of the customer’s
experience is paramount to future success.
Consequently, more and more restaurants are
focusing on infusing full-bodied experiences and
senses beyond taste into the meals they serve. In the
process, they create a deeper connection between
their customers and their brand.
They have no choice; fast casuals that fail to find a way
to sink their teeth into the challenges of the modern
marketplace will get eaten alive. Fast casual sales
growth, which saw five consecutive years of sales
booming at 10% or more from 2011 to 2016, has
begun to slow, reports Bloomberg (see chart, next
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page).i That’s because, as Andrew Gruel, CEO and
founder of Slapfish, says, “The fast casual space is
beyond crowded.”ii
Couple that increased competition with a changing
landscape where people are interacting with their
favorite food brands in totally different ways, e.g.,
frequently ordering via mobile app, having food
delivered, or picking up takeout without eating inside
the restaurant.
But how do you create an immersive brand
experience, inclusive of newer technologies, that
allows customers to connect with a brand on a deeper
level? How do you survive in this landscape and create
a connection so that people want to return, come
inside, sit down to eat – perhaps even paying a
premium to do so – and then come back next time?
Those are the questions this paper addresses.
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The dining out landscape is
fundamentally changing.
The restaurant space is
increasingly crowded.

It’s an (Amazonian)
jungle out there.

Since 2010, the restaurant growth rate in the U.S. has
beat the population’s by more than double (13%
versus 4.9%).iii In the fast casual market specifically,
incredible growth rates have attracted both
newcomers and old-timers seeking to grab a piece of
the pie. In fact, even traditional brands and QuickServe Restaurants (QSRs) have been shouldering their
way into the fast casual space. Cracker Barrel, for
example, opened a fast casual concept called Holler &
Dash designed to appeal to people looking for a
modern experience.

“We’re no longer just competing with restaurants in
our category or beyond,” Erik Oberholtzer, CEO and
cofounder of California-based Tender Greens, says.
“We’re competing with Whole Foods, Amazon, the
delivery-only brands out there, and the Blue Aprons of
the world.”vii

That means, even with people still going out to eat,
they have far more choices than ever, and the money
they spend is spread more thinly. “The segment has
become saturated and has some issues,” Bob Goldin,
a partner with industry analysis firm Pentallect, told
Bloomberg. “The dollar is going to a lot of different
places.”iv And it’s beginning to show. Fast casual
restaurant stocks lost 14% in 2016; the S&P 500
Restaurants Index, by contrast, gained 0.9%.v Lagging
performance persisted into 2017, as fast casuals
continued to trail the rest of the industry.vi
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Convenience in the modern world is available in a
variety of forms. Nontraditional foodservice
companies can range from meal kit delivery to
ordering food from your phone; and if people shop
less often at retail because of Amazon.com, according
to analysts at PricewaterhouseCooper (PwC), they also
dine less often at brands that fail to feed their appetite
for convenience and ease-of-use.
Companies like Amazon have set new standards and
expectations for service, and that impact is not limited
to retail.
In turn, these changing dynamics directly affect the
bottom-line: Fewer visits, less traffic, reduced
revenue.
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It’s also a new generation
of dining experience.

The good news: A buffet
of opportunity awaits.

Millennials, the generation of consumers who have
grown up with digital experiences, are driving many of
these changes in the restaurant industry.

The good news is that millennials and others are still
dining out, as many as five or more times a week,
according to QSR Magazine.ix

They have expectations that diverge from older
generations, and they are much more likely to order
via mobile application or to seek out food available for
delivery or takeout. They are also very interested in
meals that serve as experiences.

And even if growth rates are slowing, they’re still
positive: no one’s happy about the drop, but 8% still
represents continued growth. That means it’s much
too soon for fast casual brands to give up; the
opportunity for success remains.

“Technology has given rise to a much more informed,
well-connected consumer who places value on
authenticity, quality, and storytelling,” writes
Metropolis Magazine in an analysis of how millennial
diners are changing the industry. “The restaurant of
today is not just a pit-stop destination, more often
than not it represents an entire lifestyle brand.”viii

Instead, to carve out success in the future of the fast
casual space, they must get smart about how they
design their stores and start feeding consumers the
full-bodied, multisensory, brand-driven experience
that they crave.
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In this environment, how do
you still create a connective
experience with customers?
It all comes
down to being
different,
understanding
what your
target market
wants and
giving it to
them.”

First, it's incredibly important to
carve out a unique position.
Growth may be slowing in the fast casual space, but it’s not doing so
uniformly; some niches are still going as strong as ever. Analysts at
Technomic, on behalf of the National Restaurant Association, report that
“underserved specialty categories are seeing strong growth.” x They cite
high quality and “strong experience drivers” as the primary components of
success for fast casual brands.
Food comes first, of course. Without good product, the rest is just window
dressing, and any design decisions and brand storytelling will ring hollow.
A coherent brand comes next: because it underlies the customer’s
experience, it’s critical to clearly understand and articulate what you stand
for and how it connects back to your customer. Restaurants cannot afford
to just wait for customers to come in, not when diners have so many more
options today. Brands must differentiate themselves in ways that appeal
to the target consumer. There’s no one-size-fits-all option here; brands
might distinguish themselves on menu, atmosphere, service, prices,
community, or even just philosophy.
Donna Josephson, SVP, CMO, of Corner Bakery Cafe explains, “Brands
need to create experiential service – and products that differentiate – to
win. With convenience as a major driver, busy consumers are seeking a
dining ‘experience’ regardless of the occasion. Meals need to taste great
when dining-in, through To-Go and delivery, along with a frictionless
ordering system that puts the guest in control. When done right, this can
elevate brand preference.”
Some brands take “unique” to new heights. Each of the 27 Tender Greens
locations, for example, is run independently by its own personal chef,
meaning that menu offerings and daily specials can be unique down to a
single location. Even QSRs and traditional brands are getting in on this act.
Holler & Dash, mentioned above, is a counter-service subsidiary of Cracker
Barrel that promises to use local ingredients. It’s all about appealing to a
new generation of consumer that is more conscious of the choices they
make and therefore values options that are both more convenient and
more satisfying to health and conscience concerns (e.g., why they source
their ingredients locally).
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Then, technology plays a
key role with today’s
consumer.
Technomic says it plainly: “Technology continues to be
the X-factor, [with] adoption increasing.”xi The market
does seem to bear that conclusion out. Fast casuals
that have embraced technology are seeing stellar
results. For example, Panera Bread, with its Panera
2.0 app that has helped to improve wait times and
personalize experience, saw revenue grow 5% and
shares gain 16% year-over-year. In fact, its
performance has been strong enough to attract a
takeover bid.xii Or consider California-based
Sweetgreen, which wins about 40% of its sales from
electronic sources after heavy investment in
technology.xiii
Other concepts are embracing the delivery/takeout
mentality in full to deliver more convenient options.
For example, Little Caesar’s has implemented heated,
self-service mobile order pick-up locker options
(which they call the Pizza Portal™), incorporated
directly into their stores.xiv
In fact, certain technological investments are slowly
becoming standardized throughout the industry,
leaving those who are slow to adapt and adopt new
tech in the dust. According to the FastCasual.com’s
2017 State of the Industry report:
• Nearly half of operators said they already offer
online ordering and use digital signage;
• 38% have implemented mobile ordering; and
• 36% have mobile loyalty programs in place.xv
Technology is about more than convenience,
however; it also offers powerful new ways to tell
brand stories. For example, some restaurants have
implemented social media walls, or large displays that
spotlight consumer-driven content. This gives both
consumers and restaurants a means of sharing and
reinforcing their experiences. Certainly, guests are
happy to share; nearly half of guests (41%) will
recommend a restaurant to family or friends after a
positive experience, according to Deloitte. Brands can
leverage that social sharing to broaden their appeal.
Across the board, the key is using technology that
connects with the customer and improves their
experience.
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You must design an
experience that starts
before they even arrive.
Start by thinking like a guest.
If diners want to be able to savor more than just the
flavors of their meal, if they want a pleasing and allencompassing dining experience, that is what you
must put on tap. You must create an experience of
your brand and tell the story of what you’re really
about while incorporating technology that meets new
expectations of service and convenience.
That means imbuing each store with a strong,
compelling sense of (brand-inspired) place.
Washington, D.C.-based fast casual eatery &pizza
customizes each location’s interior design to reflect
the neighborhood or region that it inhabits. One store,
near a collection of music venues, incorporates the
feel of brass instruments into its interior design.
Another, sitting on land that was once a farm,
abstracted country-style elements into its design.
Next, speak to the guest at multiple points of contact
as they journey toward and through the store, and
ensure that you are telling your brand’s story at every
point of contact through signage, graphics, menus,
mobile, websites, print materials, etc. The story and
experience should synchronize between each of these
points, so that any single design element will reinforce
your brand, even as they work in tandem.
In other words, think through all the storytelling points
your guest will encounter, and in what order: mobile
app, outdoor signage, drive-through or entryway,
merchandising, ordering and payment, dining room,
exit. Everything guests encounter as they move
through the ordering area should both reinforce brand
impression and, ideally, incorporate tech-driven
conveniences.
Because most restaurant under-utilize many of these
storytelling points, they also offer superb
opportunities for differentiation.
Tender Greens, in addition to showcasing individual
chef-driven locations, updated their customer
experience. Originally requiring customers to stand in
two different lines (one to order, another to pay), the
concept changed to a streamlined ordering process
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and added ordering options – including ordering
ahead of time, through a mobile app, or for delivery
through third-party services. Then, they opened the
interior space, so that diners could see into their chefled kitchens.
Similarly, Mississippi-based Newk’s Eatery developed
an open kitchen prototype that allows guests to see,
savor, and smell food preparation. That invites the
consumer into the process of making the meal with
mouth-watering sensations. “There is no better way to
tap into the experience economy than to invite the
consumer behind the scenes,” says Stewart Slocum,
Newk’s chief marketing officer.xvi
Another way to do that is with education, by using
signage and displays to inform the guest about the
meal they’re about to enjoy. Chicago-based Buona,
which specializes in hot dogs and Italian beef
sandwiches, presents a graphic titled “Beefography”
that explains the step-by-step process of making an
Italian beef.
Of course, enhancing the consumer experience need
not be limited to visuals. The Wiener’s Circle,
“Chicago’s
Most
Foul-Mouthed
Restaurant,”
specializes not just in hot dogs but also in salty banter
between staff and guests.xvii The result is not just a
delicious dog but an unforgettable experience about
which visitors will tell stories to all their friends.
If you’re unsure how to update or re-design the
experience for your brand, you might turn to
technology again, as Mediterranean-style fast casual
Cava did. This Washington, D.C.-based chain installed
sensors throughout its locations to track and better
understand how customers moved through their
stores. With that information, they were able to redesign operations to reduce congestion and improve
food safety.xviii
In fact, modern technology really shines throughout
the customer journey because it can help personalize
the whole process while deepening the brand story,
streamlining food preparation, and minimizing waits.
And remember, the customer journey never ends; if
you want them to return, reinforce their experience
even after they finish their meal.
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Modern diners have
closed the book on
traditional forms of
eating out, and it’s time
to rewrite your story.
Today’s restaurants cannot keep doing what they’ve
always done if they want to succeed tomorrow.
Consumers, technologies, and trends are changing;
and like other concepts that have found success by
embracing the evolution of the industry, it’s critical to
adapt to the changes.
Once considered a hallmark of premium high-concept
restaurants, the immersive dining experience is now
being baked into modern fast casual restaurants
seeking to stand out in an oversaturated market.
However, the ways in which restaurants connect to
their customers and create a pleasing dining
experience can vary widely.
It all comes down to brand. What kind of experience is
appropriate for you to offer your diners? Some
concepts favor themes that create a total escape.
Others incorporate visual pleasures, like art and
sculpture, to complement the meal. Some
deconstruct the walls that separate food sourcing and
preparation from eating.
To be clear: It is not necessary to re-create your
restaurant from scratch. The key to creating an
immersive and pleasing customer journey is not about
the quantity of changes. Even just a few strategic
changes can strengthen, or even transform, the
customer experience … if they enable the brand to
carve out a unique position and create that connective
experience consumers crave. That’s a matter of
identifying which elements make sense for you and
where you may need to connect more. If re-thinking
design and branding questions seems overwhelming
or confusing, you’re not alone, and don’t hesitate to
get help when needed.
The recipe for success for a fast casual can be elusive,
and the future depends on finding and combining just
the right ingredients.
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