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Foreword

Often I find myself engaged in discussions with restaurant
executives about customer loyalty. Many executives tell
me how important loyalty is to their businesses, but few
say they have cracked the code on building long-term
loyalty. Deloitte understands that it can be hard to secure
organization-wide commitment to invest in brand loyalty.
Still, there is an abundance of evidence to show that
investment in customer loyalty can benefit long-term
financial performance. Genuine loyalty drives share
of wallet, migrates customer behavior, and enhances
shareholder value. Based on our survey findings, we believe
that now is the time for restaurants to consider further
investment in building customer loyalty.
In December 2013, Deloitte’s Travel, Hospitality, and
Leisure practice performed extensive consumer loyalty
research, surveying more than 4,000 patrons of fast service
and casual dining restaurants. As part of this research,
we conducted two in-depth focus groups with frequent
visitors to these restaurants. Our ultimate objective was to
gauge the current state of loyalty in the fast service and
casual dining restaurant sector. This research has given
us deep insights into customer behaviors, attitudes, and
engagement preferences.
In Second helpings: Building consumer loyalty in the fast
service and casual dining restaurant sector, we report on
the current state of loyalty in the fast service and casual
dining sector. Our research suggests that restaurants in
this space generally hit the mark on the fundamental
attributes that matter the most to core customers—price,
taste, service. The focus group members we interviewed
feel that restaurants have taken steps to show that they
value them as individuals and respect their individual
preferences. Still, we found that restaurants can take
additional steps to distinguish their brands in a way that
drives greater brand affinity.
In our “menu for success” we discuss strategic imperatives
for fast service and casual dining restaurants to consider as
they endeavor to strengthen loyalty and the effectiveness
of their loyalty program initiatives.

• Define loyalty in a way that matters to you: Any
given restaurant must perform with uniform excellence
those tasks that promote the kind of customer loyalty
that best aligns with its service offerings.
• Know your core group of customers: Restaurants win
when they understand what their core customers want
and what they don’t.
• After you know your core customers as a group,
connect with them as individuals: Group charactistics,
however important, estimate individual behavior. What
a person actually does defines individual behavior.
• If you build it, they will come—and you should build
it: Our research strongly suggests that when a restaurant
offers a loyalty program, its core customers will join in
overwhelming numbers. Our research also suggests that
those core customers who join such programs are more
satisfied and stronger brand advocates
We are available to assist clients in implementing these and
other strategic imperatives that we discuss in this report.
Our experience in data analytics can be applied to support
fast service and casual dining restaurants’ efforts to unleash
the power of their loyalty membership data. We can
help establish priority customer segments and determine
methods for measuring loyalty. Further, our customer
experience transformation services can benefit restaurants
as they work to provide differentiated experiences that
entice competitors’ “at-risk” customers. Finally, our human
capital practice can provide assistance in evaluating and
building front-line employee commitment to the delivery of
customer experiences that build brand affinity.
We welcome the opportunity to discuss how Deloitte can
assist you in enhancing your customer loyalty.

Scott Rosenberger
Principal
U.S. Consulting Travel, Hospitality and Leisure Leader
Deloitte Consulting LLP

Second helpings Building consumer loyalty in the fast service and casual dining restaurant sector

1

Introduction

But is such a dreary view fair—or even accurate?
We think not.
Certainly, today’s American dining consumer faces such
an overwhelming panoply of choices that the opportunity
for these fast service and casual dining establishments to
develop and sustain a long-standing personal relationship
—that sense of specialness that drives genuine brand
loyalty—may very well seem distant against a backdrop
of diminishing margins, labor unrest, increasing regulatory
burdens, fierce competition, and a whole host of other
challenges.
And, to be sure, our proprietary research on the state of
brand loyalty within the fast service and casual dining
restaurant segments uncovered a number of insights into
consumer attitudes, behaviors, and preferences that should
give establishments pause. Consider the following:

A leisurely Sunday dinner with the family. A proprietor who
knew your name. The welcoming feeling that you were at
home, and meals that tasted as though you had never left
home. It was a local place. It was your place. You felt as
though you belonged.
Such is the pleasing imagery of what some people
consider to be a former golden era of the American
dining experience. These people believe that, in recent
years, the American dining experience has taken on
a more fast-paced, homogeneous, and transactional
character. This bleak perspective holds that the modern
American restaurant—the fast service and casual dining
establishments that some would say are so common and
so similar from one block, city, and region to the next
—are the very same restaurants that have transformed
what was once a destination experience into a stop along
the highway. And genuine brand loyalty, in general, has
suffered in the process.1
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• You’ve captured their attention. Less so, their
wallets. Only one-fifth (18.5 percent) of survey
respondents said that they spend more than half of their
total 30-day restaurant budget at their most-frequented
restaurants.2 More disturbingly, some 43 percent of
respondents said that they spend less than one-quarter
of their total 30-day restaurant budget at their favored
restaurants. Not a single person in our focus group
sessions spent more than 30 percent of his or her
total 30-day restaurant budget at his or her favored
restaurant. These data points strongly suggest that
people may visit your restaurant the most, but they have
plenty of suitors.
• Your core customers connect with your food, not
so much your brand and people.3 According to our
survey findings, more than seven in ten respondents say
that they like their favorite restaurants’ signature menu
offerings. But only 42 percent are willing to serve as
brand ambassadors and even fewer (32 percent) say that
they have developed a personal relationship with the
restaurants’ brands and people.

• It isn’t rocket science. A few things matter most to
everyone. Price, taste, and staff attitude, among a few
other table-stake attributes, are what core customers
want first and foremost from a fast service and casual
dining restaurant experience. People do value other
things too. Only those other things don’t matter unless
you take care of the basics.
• Loyalty programs have not exactly set the restaurant
world on fire. In our survey, loyalty programs ranked only
19th out of 23 attributes in terms of what is important
to restaurant consumers. It ranked only 24th out of 28
factors that drive repeat patronage. Only a little more
than half (50.4 percent) of survey respondents said that
they belong to at least one restaurant loyalty program.
• Do your most-frequent customers belong to your
program? In our survey, only 26 percent of those who
belong to at least one restaurant loyalty program say
that their most-frequented restaurants even offer loyalty
programs. But the overwhelming majority of that 26
percent belongs to those favored restaurants’ loyalty
programs and uses these programs more than any others.
This strongly implies that when a restaurant initiates a
program, it will attract a large share of its best customers
to join and use it actively.
• The customers who join your loyalty program tend
to be more loyal than those who do not. Our survey
revealed that those customers who belong to and
participate in their most-frequented restaurants’ loyalty
programs are somewhat more satisfied customers. They
are also more willing to serve as brand advocates and
recommend such restaurants to family and friends. A
restaurant that doesn’t offer a loyalty program—and
promote its existence—misses out on the heightened
engagement with their best customers that appears to be
so available to them.

• But never expect a loyalty program will do miracles
if you can’t do the basic things right. Core customers
who belong to a loyalty program value such programs
more than those who do not. This is not surprising.
But even those who participate actively in a program
value it far less than they value price, food taste, staff
responsiveness, and so on—the necessary aspects of
what makes a restaurant business model work. Our
survey found that even a restaurant’s best customers
would likely go over to a competitor if the competitor
offers a better overall value proposition. And if a
restaurant’s loyalty program is discontinued? Even
customers who visit that restaurant most often, and
who actively used its loyalty program, would likely just
shrug their shoulders. The point is that a loyalty program
offers benefits, but it is not the primary reason that a
restaurant’s best customers go there.
• Your core customers like your restaurant. But they
don’t live there. And they don’t want to be your best
friends forever. Our survey revealed that restaurant
customers want privacy and control. They don’t want
restaurants to invade their personal space. They may
engage with restaurants, but only on their terms. They
welcome menu-related news and custom-driven dining
suggestions. Just don’t expect them to share their life
stories. As one focus group member succinctly said: “I’m
not here to write ‘War and Peace’ about my meal!” They
will likely give restaurants feedback when and how they
want to—not necessarily according to the restaurant’s
timetable.
Yet, all of this said, there is good news. We found that
fast service and casual dining restaurants are doing a
lot of things right. They generally hit the mark on the
fundamental attributes that matter the most to core
customers—price, taste, service—the basic things that
they have to get right. The focus group participants we
interviewed feel that restaurants have taken steps to
show that they value them as individuals and respect their
individual preferences.
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Still, we found in our survey and focus group research that
these restaurants can do more. Fast service and casual
dining restaurants can take additional steps to distinguish
their brands in a way that strengthens the customer’s
perception that what he or she wants is special and
individual. Consider the following excerpted offerings
from our “menu for success” that we present in full at the
conclusion of this report:
Define loyalty in a way that matters to you
Restaurants should understand what type of loyalty makes
the most sense for them to pursue and cultivate. All loyalty
involves customer engagement. Therefore, any given
restaurant should perform with uniform excellence those
tasks that promote the kind of customer satisfaction that
best aligns with its service offerings—whether it is trying to
develop an emotional bond with its customers or establish
a more transactional relationship. In order to achieve this
self-understanding, a restaurant should know what it is
trying to be—and what it isn’t.
Know your core group of customers
One of the most important observations from our analysis
and focus group discussions is that some things matter
equally to everyone—but other things matter more to
some than to others. Beyond the table-stake attributes
that matter to everyone—food safety, food taste, price,
order accuracy, and so on—we observed a fair amount
of differentiation in terms of what matters to customers.
Service speed matters more to the quick service restaurant
(QSR) customer than to the casual dining customer. Staff
friendliness matters more to the casual dining cohort
member than to those who fall into the QSR cohort. The
point is that restaurants win when they understand what
their core customers want and what they don’t.

After you know your core customers as a group,
connect with them as individuals
As one focus group participant said, “I expect restaurants to
know my preferences.” Group charactistics, while insightful,
only estimate individual behavior. What a person actually
does defines individual behavior. Our survey and focus
group research revealed that customers generally do not
want to get into a dialogue with restaurants about their
dining experiences and preferences. But loyalty programs,
mobile platforms, and customer outreach – among other
approaches—afford restaurants unintrusive means of
understanding and connecting with customers in ways
that matter to them individually. With each transaction,
restaurants gain insight into what a customer’s preferences
look like. Our focus group research suggests that even a
small gesture—such as a free favorite beverage or dessert
as a birthday or anniversary present—can help garner
goodwill and drive brand affinity.
Celebrate what makes each community special
No matter how large the corporate structure and
standardized the franchise requirement, each restaurant
is a part of the community within which it is located. No
two communities—or even neighborhoods—are the
same. Each is characterized by a unique blend of cultural,
civic, educational, and other attributes. And each of
those attributes provides a wonderful opportunity
to connect locally. Imagine the goodwill that would
result and the difference it could make if franchisees,
for example, should have the freedom to adjust,
even modestly, a highly rigid menu to acknowledge a
predominent local cultural influence. Restaurants should
be able to celebrate, in some small way, a civic event or
the local high school football team.
Use social media in ways that make sense
Social media can serve as an important tool that advances
a restaurant’s value proposition and drives foot traffic. But
it is only a means, not an end. Restaurants more effectively
use social media for a balance of reasons that drive brand
awareness—promotions, information, testimonials, and
customer dialogue—than as a tool that predominantly
serves a single objective.

4

People can’t join what they don’t know about.
Tell them about it!
Our research reveals that restaurant loyalty program
membership rates lag those of other sectors, such as airlines
and hotels. Our research also says that there are two
overwhelming reasons that people do not join the loyalty
programs of the restaurants they visit: They believe that the
restaurants do not offer such programs or they are unaware
that they do one way or the other. Only a relatively small
percentage of those who do not join see “little value” in
such programs. In other words, people do not have an
inherent aversion to such programs. This is good news for
restaurants, as we will see.

offers a better overall value proposition. But if a restaurant
does get the basic things right and offers an otherwise
compelling value proposition, our survey and focus group
research, again, suggests some very good news: Loyalty
program membership appears to make already loyal
customers even more satisfied advodcates of the brand.
And there’s even better news. The restaurant loyalty
program—and all of the infrastructure that supports it—is
still in a relatively nascent stage of development. That
affords restaurants a wide lattitude in developing programs
that work for them and offering a differentiated reward
scheme that is at once creative and personally meaningful
for the customer.

If you build it, they will come. And you should build it.
Our survey results suggest that when a consumer is
open to the loyalty program concept, there is a very high
likelihood (71 percent) that this consumer will join the
loyalty program of his or her most-frequented restaurant
and then use it more than any other loyalty program. Even
more promisingly, our survey and focus group research
shows that a restaurant’s best customers who belong to
and actively use a program appear to be more satisfied
customers than those who do not. We also found that
they are more apt to evangelize the restaurant’s brand to
their friends and families. And, membership in and usage
of a loyalty program offers an additional benefit that is as
important as any other—a way for restaurants to track the
behaviors of all customers who use it, whether they are the
restaurant’s best customers or not.

A clarion call for fast service and casual dining
restaurants
The recurring theme of our analysis and focus group
research is this: A few basic things matter the most in
driving restaurant brand loyalty, but those are not the only
things that matter. The recipe for genuine brand loyalty is
far more nuanced. The paths that bring customers closer
to that indispensable feeling that “This brand is my brand,
and I will not go anywhere else” are indeed generous in
their variability.

A loyalty program is the seasoning, not the meal.
But seasoning is important too.
A basic truism: Even a first-rate loyalty program may never
compensate for a product offering that fails to represent a
compelling value proposition—the table-stake and other
attributes that helped make a restaurant’s best customers
loyal in the first place. A loyalty program, in itself, may not
keep a restaurant’s best customers loyal if somebody else

In the pages that follow, we take an honest look at the
state of brand loyalty within the fast service and casual
dining space. We show that, in many important ways,
restaurants in this space have made much progress in
cracking the code of genuine brand loyalty. We also show
where the situation is less than sanguine.
Yet, even where there is challenge, there is also
opportunity. Restaurants have within them the means to
strengthen how their best customers view them. Despite
the very real challenges that restaurants in this space
confront on a daily basis, we believe that the future for
these restaurants is one filled with optimism.
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Survey methodology and characteristics of restaurant formats
This report is based on an extensive web-based consumer survey, focus groups, executive interviews, case studies,
and secondary research.
We conducted our survey of more than 4,000 restaurant customers in the United States who visited a fast service
restaurant (fast casual/QSR) at least four times, or a casual dining restaurant at least two times, in the prior 30 days.
The survey focused on dining behavior and attitudes, including customer engagement preferences, restaurant choice
behavior, and the effectiveness of loyalty programs. We conducted the survey in November and December of 2013.
To provide actionable insights, we looked at the responses in aggregate and according to the formats of the
respondents’ self-identified most-frequented restaurants which form the basis of this report—casual dining, fast
casual, and QSR. What follow is a description of each restaurant format and its core customer profile:
Casual dining restaurants: Casual dining restaurants serve moderately priced food in a casual atmosphere. They
typically provide table service and often have a full bar with separate bar staff, a larger beer menu, and a limited
wine menu.
Who prefers casual dining restaurants? Individuals 50 years of age and older are the predominant casual dining
customers; they emphasize food taste and safety and order accuracy. Casual dining customers particularly appreciate
personalized services, staff attitude and friendliness, and ambience/décor. Though less tech-savvy, they will likely
remember a bad prior experience. (Sample: 2,069)
Fast casual restaurants: Fast casual restaurants provide fast service in a casual setting akin to a casual dining
restaurant. These restaurants offer higher-quality food and atmosphere than a QSR and sometimes offer table
service. Some fast casuals also serve a limited variety of alcoholic beverages.
Who prefers fast casual restaurants? The younger consumer—Millennials and Gen Xers—form nearly 70 percent
of the fast casual customer base. They prefer a bit of both worlds—quick service in a casual dining setting—and are
more inclined to appreciate modern amenities such as free Wi-Fi than other age groups. (Sample:537)
Quick service restaurants (QSRs): Quick service restaurants offer fast food items with minimal table service. QSRs
typically offer a limited menu of pre-cooked items that are finished and packaged to order, and that are usually
available for take-out.
Who prefers QSRs? Middle- and low-income households make up the majority of the QSR customer base; they are
value-conscious, prefer transactional relationships with QSRs, and seek convenience. (Sample: 1,487)
For more detailed information on each of these cohorts, please see Appendix III.
In certain parts of the report, we also group overall results according to age cohorts as well as specific loyalty
program membership status.
Furthermore, to deepen our understanding of restaurant customer behaviors and preferences, we conducted two
focus group sessions of active restaurant consumers in February 2014.
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The state of brand loyalty
in the fast service and casual
dining restaurant sector
As is true with any consumer service sector, brands within
the restaurant sector derive power, in part, from a base of
loyal consumers. This power may assume the form of less
price elasticity, reduced brand switching behavior, or a core
of brand champions. Brand loyalty affords an organization
demand resilience in periods of difficult economic
circumstances, and impels growth in better times.
So what is the state of brand loyalty within the fast
service and casual dining restaurant sector? In answering
this question, Deloitte conducted a proprietary survey of
more than 4,000 consumers—people who visited a quick
service restaurant (QSR) or fast casual restaurant at least
four times or a casual dining restaurant at least two times
within the previous 30 days. In conducting this survey, we
asked a number of questions that aim to assess restaurant
consumer attitudes and behaviors. We also conducted
focus group sessions with active customers of these
restaurants.

Share of wallet
One way to assess the state of brand loyalty within the
restaurant sector is through share of wallet. As exhibit 1
shows, more than 80 percent of all survey respondents
spent less than 50 percent of their total 30-day dining
expenditures at their self-identified most-frequented
restaurants. In contrast, only 4.1 percent of survey
respondents spent more than three-quarters of their total
dining expenditure at their most-frequented restaurant
over the same 30-day period.
We also grouped individual respondents based on the
format of their respective most-frequented restaurants—
casual dining, fast casual, or QSR.4 Exhibit 1 reveals that the
results in each individual category generally mirror overall
results. Casual dining patrons show a somewhat weaker
share-of-wallet loyalty to their most-frequented restaurants
than the other two groups: Some 51 percent of casual
dining patrons spent less than one-quarter of their 30-day
restaurant budget at their most-frequented restaurant,
compared to 34 percent for the fast casual and QSR
groups. Given that casual dining patrons typically spend
more per person per visit at a casual dining restaurant than
fast casual or QSR restaurant customers spend at those
formats, respectively, this result is somewhat surprising.5
After all, it stands to reason that the more a customer
spends on average at his or her most-frequented restaurant
format, the larger the share of one’s restaurant budget that
restaurant category should represent.
However, our survey revealed that the casual dining patron
visits restaurants from the casual dining category far less
often than QSR and fast casual patrons visit restaurants
from those categories, respectively.6 Put differently, those
who consider the casual dining restaurant as their mostfrequented kind of restaurant will be inclined to visit
restaurants from other platforms more than those who
consider the QSR or fast casual restaurant as their mostfrequented kinds of restaurants. In other words, the casual
dining patron considers a trip to a casual dining restaurant
as more of a “special” occasion than the QSR or fast casual
patron with respect to their preferred kinds of restaurants.
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Exhibit 1.
1. Proportion
Proportion of
of restaurant
restaurant spend
spend at
at most-frequented
most-frequented restaurant
restaurant over
over
Exhibit
the
previous
30
days
the previous 30 days
Greater than
75 percent

51-75 percent

3.8%
4.8%
4.1%
4.1%
11.6%
14.9%
18.2%
14.4%
33.6%

25-50 percent
38.9%
Less than
25 percent

Casual dining

That said, the overall results for all restaurant categories
and total survey respondents reveal that even the
restaurants that customers visit most often do not typically
garner strong share of wallet. Discussions with our focus
groups revealed similar results. Specifically, not a single
person in our focus group sessions spent more than 30
percent of his or her total 30-day restaurant budget at his
or her most-visited restaurant.

34.1%
34.1%

Fast casual

QSR

46.2%
43.6%
51.0%

42.6%

To some extent, exhibit 1 reveals the plain reality of a
very crowded fast service and casual dining restaurant
marketplace. But the pressure of a crowded marketplace
only underscores how tenuous customer loyalty really is,
even among a restaurant’s core customer base.

Total

Source: Deloitte proprietary survey research, Deloitte analysis
Note: Percentages reflect total out-of-home dining expenditures, not just restaurant formats shown
N=4,093 (total), 2,069 (casual dining), 537 (fast casual), and 1,487 (QSR).

U.S. restaurant industry sales
Americans love to dine at restaurants. According to
the National Restaurant Association (NRA), total U.S.
restaurant industry sales are expected to reach $683.4
billion in 2014. This would be the fifth consecutive
year of sales growth for the industry. Approximately
two-thirds of total sales are expected to take place in
commercial restaurant establishments, including casual
dining, fast casual, and QSR, as well as restaurant
types that are not a part of this report. The restaurant
industry is expected to remain the nation’s secondlargest private sector employer, with a workforce of
13.5 million.7

U.S. restaurant industry sales (1970–2014) (In $U.S. billion)

8

$586.7

2010

$379.0

2000

$239.3

1990

1980

By the year 2020, the NRA projects that the restaurant
industry will post sales in excess of $850 billion and
employ more than 14 million workers.8 Because of
this sustained growth, the industry may experience
intensified competition in the years ahead, and labor
pool challenges may start to reemerge.

$683.4

2014 P

$119.6

1970 $42.8

Source: National Restaurant Association, 2014 Restaurant Industry Forecast, Executive Summary,
www.restaurant.org/Downloads/PDFs/News-Research/research/2014Forecast-ExecSummary.pdf, accessed February 28, 2014.
Note: Current dollars. Above chart includes restaurants outside the scope of this study.
P: Projected sales.

Brand attitude
The survey also asked respondents to evaluate a series of
statements in an effort to measure the degree of affinity
that they felt about their respective most-frequented
restaurant. As seen in exhibit 2, the results revealed at
best a muddled picture. On the positive side, respondents
expressed substantial agreement (71.5 percent) with the
statement “I have developed a liking for the signature
menu items offered by this restaurant.” In referring to their
most-frequented restaurants, respectively, respondents
also showed significant agreement (73.1 percent) with the
statement “I will recommend it to my friends and relatives,”
although on this point, the QSR cohort showed less
enthusiasm (60.6 percent) than respondents did overall.
The extent of agreement on these two attitudinal
statements implies that restaurant brand affiliation is
based on something beyond such generic attributes as
price or location. On the other hand, overall responses to
certain other attitudinal statements would appear to raise
red flags for restaurants. For example, only 42 percent of
survey respondents showed a willingness to serve as brand
ambassadors on behalf of their respective most-frequented
restaurants. This would seem to contradict the finding
that an overwhelming majority of respondents would
recommend the same restaurants to friends and relatives.
While seemingly inconsistent, these two findings can be
reconciled at least partly by considering the greater degree
of brand identification that brand ambassadorship implies,
compared to simply recommending a restaurant to friends
and relatives.
Even more worrisome for restaurants is the finding that
only about one-third of survey respondents have “built a
personal relationship with the [most-frequented] restaurant
brand and its people.” This implies that restaurants
have not generally succeeded in cultivating the kind of
connection with consumers that forms the basis of a
“personal” relationship.

Exhibit 2. Degree of agreement with attitudinal and behavioral statements
Attitudinal and behavioral
statements relating to
preferred restaurant

% of Respondents who agree or strongly agree
Total

Casual dining

Fast casual

QSR

I have developed a liking for
the signature menu items
offered by this restaurant

71.5%

72.5%

71.6%

70.0%

It has the best loyalty program
in the restaurant industry

16.0%

16.2%

20.3%

13.7%

I have built a personal
relationship with the restaurant
brand and its people.

33.2%

35.0%

36.9%

29.3%

I will switch to a competing
restaurant brand to take
advantage of a short-term
promotion.

39.2%

34.9%

38.0%

45.4%

I will be a brand ambassador
for this restaurant, if asked

42.0%

44.1%

51.0%

35.7%

I voluntarily provide
constructive criticism and
feedback.

45.2%

48.4%

43.3%

41.3%

I dine at the same restaurant on
business or personal occasions.

49.1%

50.7%

51.2%

46.2%

I will recommend it to my
friends and relatives.

73.1%

80.5%

79.1%

60.6%

I will dine at the same
restaurant next time.

64.7%

63.6%

72.6%

63.3%

I would be willing to pay a
membership fee to join its
loyalty program

10.2%

9.0%

10.1%

11.9%

I developed a liking for the
restaurant because of the
loyalty program.

17.1%

17.2%

24.7%

13.8%

I will continue to patronize
this restaurant even if it
discontinues the loyalty
program.

63.1%

65.4%

65.7%

58.4%

I would switch to a competing
loyalty program that announces
better rewards.

24.9%

22.4%

23.6%

28.9%

Sample size

4,093

2,069

537

1,487

Source: Deloitte proprietary survey research, Deloitte analysis
Note: The total sample size includes those who answered “N/A”. However, above individual percentages were rescaled to reflect
omission of those who responded “N/A” for each attitudinal statement. As a result, actual numbers responding to each attitudinal
statement varied somewhat from statement to statement.

The fast casual cohort expressed greater agreement with
a number of important attitudinal statements than overall
survey respondents. For example, slightly more than half
of the fast casual respondents (51 percent) said that they
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U.S. restaurant industry sales growth and traffic by segment
Most of the historic growth in U.S. restaurant sales has come from the fast casual
segment, as seen below. In 2014, this segment is again expected to fuel overall
restaurant sales growth, with an average growth of 10 percent annually through 2017.9

Curiously, some 65 percent of overall respondents said
that they would dine at their respective most-frequented
restaurants the next time. This would be a welcome finding
for restaurants but for the earlier finding that slightly
more than 80 percent of survey respondents said that
they actually spend a minority of their total 30-day dining
budget dollars at those very same restaurants. This seeming
contradiction may speak to the difference between what
people say they will do—and what they actually do.

U.S. restaurant industry annual sales growth by segment (2004-2013E)
16.0%
14.0%

13.5%

13.0%

12.0%

11.1%

10.0%
8.0%

8.2%

9.3%

10.1%

8.3%

10%

8.7%

6.0%
4.0%
2.0%
0.0%
-2.0%

6.2%

5.3%

4.7%

4.8%

3.5%

0.4%

2004

2005

2006

2007

2008

2009
-0.6%

3.0%
2010

4.1%

4.2%

3.8%

2011

2012

2013E

-4.0%

Restaurants (Overall)

QSR

Fast casual

Casual dining

Source: Company data, National Restaurant Association, NPD, Deloitte analysis
Note: For 2004-2012, QSR, fast casual, and casual dining segment sales growth figures are based on year-over-year growth
of U.S. system-wide sales of top ten restaurants by revenue within each restaurant segment. 2013 estimated overall sales
growth figures sourced from National Restaurant Association’s 2014 forecast and include performance of restaurants from
outside the three formats shown as well. 2013 estimated sales for each of the three formatted derive from various sources
and Deloitte analysis. Only year-over-year growth rates of fast casual format and overall restaurants explicitly shown in chart.

The exhibit below provides insight into recent trends in footfall traffic for each of
the three restaurant formats studied in this report, which generally parallels annual
growth in sales for each format.

U.S. restaurant industry footfall traffic growth by segment (2007–13)
2007
1.2%

2008

2009

2010

2011

2012
0.7%

0.3%
-0.7%

2013

2007
1%

2008
1%

11%

2008

2009

2010

0.0%

2011

2012
1%

0%

2013
0%

-1%
-3%

2010

2011

6%

6%

2012

10%

9%
4%

2009

-0.1%

-2.6%
2007

2013
8%

2007
1%

2008

2009

QSR

Fast casual

2010

-1%
-4%

Restaurants (Overall)

-3%

2011

2012

-2%

-2%

2013

-1%

Casual dining

Source: NPD Group/CREST
Note: Based on customer year-end traffic statistics from NPD Group/CREST data in chart as presented by source. Overall restaurants
data include performance of the restaurants from outside the three formats shown as well.
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would be willing to serve as brand ambassadors on behalf
of their respective most-frequented restaurants, compared
to 42 percent for overall respondents. This is good news
for the sector, given the relatively rapid growth that the
fast casual subsector has enjoyed in recent years.10

Exhibit 2 also points to the loyalty program’s relative
lack of influence in driving brand identity within the
restaurant sector. Only 17.1 percent of total survey
respondents agreed or strongly agreed with the statement:
“I developed a liking for the restaurant because of the
loyalty program.” Similarly, some 63 percent of overall
respondents said that they would continue to patronize
their most-frequented restaurants even if they discontinued
their loyalty programs.11
What’s important to restaurant consumers?
In a further effort to examine the state of brand loyalty, we
assessed consumer attitudes about restaurants on the basis
of an array of attributes that are commonly understood to
engender brand loyalty. Our objective was to uncover how
important these attributes were to restaurant consumers,
both overall and in terms of individual restaurant cohorts,
using a 1 (lowest) to 5 (highest) scale for each attribute.
We assigned average scores for each attribute within each
cohort and ranked them accordingly—both overall and for
each of the cohorts. It is important to note that, although
we devised the rankings on the basis of cohorts, we asked
this question with respect to restaurants in the abstract
and not necessarily with respect to the respondent’s mostfrequented restaurant.

As seen in exhibit 3, consumers placed the highest
importance on what some would consider the imperatives
of a successful customer experience—food taste, food
safety, and order accuracy. Indeed, these and similar
attributes may rightly be considered the table stakes of
the minimum required to run a restaurant profitably.
Other attributes ranked lower in importance. Somewhat
surprisingly, the relatively recent innovations of free Wi-Fi
and electronic ordering devices ranked near the bottom in
terms of what was important to restaurant consumers. For
their part, loyalty programs nominally ranked only 19 out
of 23 attributes in terms of importance, a further sign that
such programs have not made much headway into the
expectations of restaurant consumers.
Exhibit 3 also shows that what is important to one cohort
may be more or less important to other cohorts. For
example, the casual dining cohort ranked such attributes
as responsiveness of staff, friendliness of staff, and
ambience/décor more highly than the fast casual and QSR
cohorts. Those consumers who dine most frequently in
the casual dining environment place greater emphasis
on these attributes, likely because consumer experiences
in the casual dining environment often require a larger
investment of time and emotion than comparable
experiences in the fast casual and QSR environments. As a
result of that greater investment, casual dining consumers
place a greater premium on attributes that involve a
measure of aesthetic and emotional sensibility.
By way of corollary, the fast casual and QSR restaurant
environment is more transactional and immediate. To
varying extents, consumers who favor these platforms want
their food quickly, conveniently, and on demand. While
such attributes as taste and order accuracy are important
for all restaurant consumers, the fast casual and QSR
customers place a premium on attributes that appeal to the
transactional nature of such environments. Thus, it is not
surprising that the fast casual and QSR customer ranks such
no-nonsense attributes as price, location, wait time, and
service speed more highly than the casual dining customer.

Exhibit 3. Nominal ranking of importance of restaurant experience attributes by cohort
Restaurant attributes

Total

Casual dining

Fast casual

QSR

Food taste

1

1

1

1

Food safety

2

2

3

4

Order accuracy

3

3

2

2

Price

4

7

5

3

Responsiveness of staff

5

4

8

9

Location

6

9

4

5

Menu variety

7

6

9

8

Friendliness of staff

8

5

12

11

Wait time

9

11

6

7

Reputation

10

8

11

12

Food quantity

11

10

10

10

Service speed

12

12

7

6

Nutritious food

13

13

13

13

Ease of parking

14

14

15

15

Ambiance/decor

15

15

19

18

Payment options

16

17

17

17

Availability of takeout

17

20

14

14

Customized meals that
meet my dietary restrictions/
taste preferences

18

16

16

19

Loyalty program

19

19

20

20

Availability of drive-thru

20

22

18

16

Availability of alcoholic
beverages

21

18

23

23

Availability of free Wi-Fi

22

21

21

21

In-restaurant technologies
(e.g., electronic ordering
devices)

23

23

22

22

2.00-4.69

1.94-4.75

1.95-4.65

1.86-4.62

4,093

2,069

537

1,487

Low-high score range
(scale 1 (lowest) to 5 (highest))
Sample size

Source: Deloitte proprietary survey research, Deloitte analysis
Note: The above nominal rankings measure the importance of each attribute within each cohort with respect to restaurants in the
abstract. The nominal rankings of the attributes are based on each attribute’s average importance score within each cohort, using a
scale from 1 (lowest) to 5 (highest). For example, casual dining respondents gave “food safety” an average importance score of 4.45
and “location” an average importance score of 4.16. Low-high score range is the range of the individual scores that each cohort gave
to the importance of each listed attribute on a scale of 1 (lowest) to 5 (highest) rounded to the nearest 0.01. The total sample size
includes those who answered “N/A”. However, above individual attribute rankings and the scores on which they are based only reflect
those respondents who actually assign a score from 1 (lowest) to 5 (highest) and does not include those who responded “N/A” for each
attribute. As a result, actual numbers responding to each attribute varied somewhat from attribute to attribute.
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Definitions of “loyalty” from a personal perspective
What is loyalty? Merriam-Webster defines it as “having or showing complete and
constant support for someone or something.”12 But the concept of loyalty is deeply
personal. Each individual defines “loyalty” in a way that is individually relevant. And
each restaurant that endeavors to cultivate genuine customer engagement should
embrace this fundamental truth.
With that in mind, we asked each of our focus group participants to define what
restaurant brand loyalty means to him or her. What follows are a few excerpts from
those conversations:

“You keep coming back and you don’t think about it.

You don’t think about going somewhere else.”
“It’s that place that, no matter what mood you’re
in, is always a ‘yes’ because you know what you are
going to get—good service and good food.”

“The one place you always
want to go because you
know what to expect.”
“Loyalty means forgiving an off day.”

“Loyalty to a restaurant means that you just
go there the way you go to the supermarket to
buy a gallon of milk. You just do it.”

12

As mentioned, the rankings in exhibit 3 are based on a
1 (lowest) to 5 (highest) average score for each attribute
within a cohort. However, what exhibit 3 does not make
obvious is that there is some variability in the average score
assigned by each cohort to a given attribute. For example,
all three cohorts ranked free Wi-Fi as 21 out of 23 attributes.
However, the fast casual cohort gave free Wi-Fi a score of
2.27, whereas overall respondents gave a score of 2.11 and
the casual dining group gave a score of 2.03. While this
does not represent a significant difference, the fact that
fast casual patrons place a somewhat greater emphasis on
free Wi-Fi reflects, at least partly, the difference in the two
restaurant environments. It also reflects the survey finding
that Millennials—a group that may be more comfortable
with the online platform—account for some 39 percent
of the fast casual cohort, compared to only 21 percent of
the casual dining cohort. Indeed, we did hear from one
Millennial participant in our focus groups that “Wi-Fi is
important when I am working during lunch.”
In a similar fashion, both the fast casual cohort and the
QSR group place relative importance on availability of
drive-thru. It is not surprising that the QSR cohort would
place relative emphasis on that attribute. It is somewhat
surprising that the fast casual consumer would, however.
One possible explanation may be that the fast casual
segment is a newer segment compared to QSR and casual
dining segments. Perhaps many of those who now favor
the fast casual segment previously preferred the QSR
environment—where drive-thru is more important—and
such fast casual customers may still carry “QSR sensibilities”
with them in certain respects.

But are restaurants making the grade?
How satisfied are consumers with the way that their
most-frequented restaurants, specifically, are executing
on the attributes listed in exhibit 3? The answer to
this question provides an additional clue into the state
of restaurant brand loyalty. Towards that end, exhibit
4 shows a ranking of the 23 attributes in terms of
satisfaction, using the same 1 (lowest) to 5 (highest)
grading scale.
Exhibit 4 reveals that, overall, respondents are generally
most satisfied with the table-stake attributes of the dining
experience—food taste and safety, location, payment
options, and order accuracy. These are comparable to
the leading restaurant attributes that respondents overall
deem to be most important in the abstract, as shown
in exhibit 3.13 Indeed, five of the seven highest-ranking
attributes in exhibits 3 and 4 are common to both lists
for the overall group of respondents. More generally, the
correlation coefficient between the restaurant attributes’
importance rankings and satisfaction rankings is 0.74
among all survey respondents. To varying extents, one
also observes meaningful importance and satisfaction
ranking correlations in the cohorts.14
In part, the correlation between what respondents find
most important in the abstract and what they are most
satisfied with at their most-frequented restaurants is
explained by the fact that table-stake attributes such as
food safety, taste, order accuracy, and so on are what
restaurants need to fulfill simply to keep their doors
open. Another partial explanation for the correlation is
selection bias. That is, both exhibits 3 and 4 are based
on the format of each survey respondent’s mostfrequented restaurant. Obviously, if a restaurant is not
performing satisfactorily in the attributes that matter
the most to people who prefer that type of restaurant,
that restaurant will not maintain its status as the mostfrequented.15 For example, if a particular QSR restaurant
wants to keep its most loyal customers, it will endeavor
to satisfy these customers on attributes that matter the
most to the QSR customer cohort generally—speed of
service, wait time, etc.

Exhibit 4.
Nominal ranking of satisfaction of restaurant experience attributes by cohort
Restaurant attributes

Total

Casual dining

Fast casual

QSR

Food taste

1

1

3

5

Order accuracy

2

3

2

7

Payment options

3

9

6

4

Location

4

10

5

2

Food safety

5

5

7

6

Food quantity

6

2

9

12

Reputation

7

8

4

8

Availability of takeout

8

17

1

1

Friendliness of staff

9

4

11

16

Menu variety

10

6

13

10

Responsiveness of staff

11

7

8

15

Service speed

12

11

10

9

Price

13

13

17

11

Ease of parking

14

12

16

13

Wait time

15

14

14

14

Ambiance/decor

16

15

18

17

Availability of drive-thru

17

23

22

3

Customized meals that
meet my dietary restrictions/
taste preferences

18

19

12

16

Nutritious food

19

18

15

19

Availability of alcoholic
beverages

20

16

23

22

Availability of free Wi-Fi

21

22

19

20

In-restaurant technologies
(e.g., electronic ordering
devices)

22

21

20

21

Loyalty programs

23

20

21

23

3.32-4.46

3.20-4.52

3.41-4.61

2.97-4.50

4,093

2,069

537

1,487

Low-high score range
(scale 1 (lowest) to 5 (highest))
Sample size

Source: Deloitte proprietary survey research, Deloitte analysis
Note: The above nominal rankings measure the satisfaction of each attribute within each cohort with respect to each respondent’s
most-visited restaurant The nominal rankings of the attributes are based on each attribute’s average satisfaction score within each
cohort, using a scale from 1 (lowest) to 5 (highest). For example, casual dining respondents gave “food safety” an average satisfaction
score of 4.44 and “location” an average satisfaction score of 4.33. Low-high score range is the range of the individual scores that each
cohort gave to the satisfaction of each listed attribute on a scale of 1 (lowest) to 5 (highest) rounded to the nearest 0.01. The total
sample size includes those who answered “N/A”. However, above individual attribute rankings and the scores on which they are based
only reflect those respondents who actually assign a score from 1 (lowest) to 5 (highest) and does not include those who responded
“N/A” for each attribute. As a result, actual numbers responding to each attribute varied somewhat from attribute to attribute.
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What top three words come to mind when you think of your most-visited
restaurant?

But what should restaurants focus on?
In an ideal world, restaurant consumers would be most
satisfied in areas that matter most to them and least satisfied
in areas that are least important. In such a circumstance,
restaurants would be aligning their efforts efficiently with
consumer priorities. But while restaurants generally perform
well in areas that are most important to their most loyal
consumers, the picture is far from perfect. There are a
number of attributes where room for improvement exists.
To identify such attributes, we devised a calculation that
captures both the degree of an attribute’s importance to
consumers and the degree to which consumers are less
than satisfied about that attribute. Mathematically, that
calculation may be expressed as:
(Very Important %) * (Dissatisfaction %)

Source: Deloitte proprietary survey research
Note: Above is a word cloud that shows a composite of the top three words that come to mind for each survey respondent when
thinking about his or her single most-frequented restaurant within the fast service (fast casual/QSR) and casual dining space.

Exhibit 5. Top 5 restaurant attribute focus areas
Fast casual

QSR

Nutritious food

Price

Price

Price

Food safety

Availability of
drive-thru

Food safety

Third

Food safety

Wait time

Wait time

Order accuracy

Fourth

Food taste

Price

Ease of parking

Food taste

Responsiveness
of staff

Location

Food safety

Responsiveness
of staff

First
Second

Fifth

Total

Casual dining

Nutritious food

Source: Deloitte proprietary survey research, Deloitte analysis
Note: The above rankings show the top five attribute focus areas and are based on the calculation (Very Important %) * (Dissatisfaction %).
The term “Very Important %” is the share of survey respondents who assign a score of “5” to a given attribute and the term “Dissatisfaction %”
refers to the share of survey respondents who assign a score of “1”, “2”, or “3”. Both terms are based on a scale of 1 (lowest) to 5 (highest) that
measures either importance or satisfaction.
N=4,093 (total), 2,069 (casual dining), 537 (fast casual), and 1,487 (QSR).
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The term “Very Important %” refers to the percentage of
survey respondents who assigned a score of “5,” on a scale
of 1 (lowest) to 5 (highest), to an attribute’s importance
in the abstract. The term “Dissatisfaction %” refers to
the share of respondents who assigned a satisfaction
score of 1, 2, or 3 on the 1-to-5 scale, indicating relative
dissatisfaction, to that same attribute with respect to their
specific most-visited restaurants. The idea behind this
calculation is that the higher an attribute’s importance
and the greater the degree of dissatisfaction with that
attribute, the more focus restaurants should place on that
attribute.
Using this approach, exhibit 5 shows the five most
important focus areas for both the overall survey
respondents and the individual cohorts.
Nutritious food is the highest-ranking focus area both
for overall respondents and for those who identify
casual dining as their most-frequented format. This
attribute’s high ranking was driven more by its relatively
low satisfaction ranking than by its importance ranking.
Although nutritious food ranked highly for all three
formats, its highest ranking among the casual dining
consumers may be due to that cohort’s older demographic
makeup and its emphasis on healthful eating.16

What matters most to consumers within the casual dining, fast
casual, and QSR space is food—how it is prepared and served, its
cost and its taste.
Price was the highest-ranking focus area for both the
fast casual and QSR cohorts, although for somewhat
different reasons. Some 57 percent of QSR respondents
identified price as very important, compared to 49 percent
of fast casual respondents. On the other hand, some 25
percent of fast casual respondents were not satisfied with
the price attribute, compared to only 20 percent of QSR
respondents.17 For their part, loyalty programs only ranked
as the fifteenth highest focus area, thanks to relatively low
scores on both importance and satisfaction.
What keeps people coming back?
Finally, we wanted to know those factors that keep
people going back to their self-identified most-frequented
restaurants. After all, it is these factors that help explain
what is really at the core of enduring brand loyalty.
Exhibit 6 provides a list of 28 factors that we identified
in driving repeat patronage to customers’ mostfrequented restaurants. While exhibit 3 shows a ranking
of 23 attributes based on their importance in selecting
a restaurant in the abstract, exhibit 6 provides a list of
28 factors that drive repeat visits to respondents’ selfidentified most-frequented restaurants.18
Perhaps unsurprisingly, those factors that are rightly
considered the most practical—food taste, prior experience,
location, and value for money—are those most important
in driving revisits, in total and across the cohorts. Beyond
these most important factors, one observes a degree of
variability—what induces revisits to the most-frequented
restaurants in one cohort may be more or less significant
than what induces revisits in other cohorts. To some extent,
this variability is driven by variations in the emphasis that
the cohorts place on what is important in a restaurant
in the abstract, as seen in exhibit 3. For example, both
the fast casual and QSR cohorts ranked “service speed”

and “availability of take-out” more highly than the casual
dining cohort in exhibit 6, just as they did in the abstract
in exhibit 3. In a similar fashion, “friendliness of staff” and
“menu variety” ranked more highly among the casual dining
cohort, both in terms of what is important in selecting a
restaurant in the abstract and in terms of their influencing
revisits to their most-frequented restaurant.
Despite the similarities in rankings between exhibits 3
and 6, there are noteworthy differences. For example, in
the abstract, “food safety” is the second most important
attribute in what overall respondents seek in a restaurant,
as seen in exhibit 3, but only the eighth most important
factor in choosing to revisit a specific, most-frequented
restaurant, as seen in exhibit 6. While this disparity
is somewhat surprising, it may be attributable to the
notion that the abstract concept of food safety is very
important but more of a “given” within the context of a
specific, most-frequented restaurant—thereby reducing its
influence in the decision to revisit.
Exhibit 6 also reveals that, for all of their influence in a
larger societal context, free Wi-Fi and social media are
simply uninfluential in what generally drives people to
revisit their most-frequented restaurants. And, once
again, exhibit 6 shows that loyalty programs do not figure
prominently in the array of factors that comprise the
discussion on restaurant brand loyalty.
Indeed, what the analysis of exhibit 6—and the earlier
parts of this section—fundamentally states is this:
What matters most to consumers within the casual
dining, fast casual, and QSR space is food—how it is
prepared and served, its cost and its taste. People want
a consistent experience with a properly trained staff that
is knowledgeable, responsive, and courteous. Certainly,
there are variations in what members of one cohort value
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Exhibit 6. Ranking of factors by their influence in inducing revisit to
most-frequented restaurant
Restaurant factors

Total

Casual dining

Fast casual

QSR

Food taste

1

1

1

1

Prior experience

2

2

2

4

Location

3

5

3

2

Value of money

4

4

4

3

Menu variety

5

3

11

8

Food quantity

6

7

6

7

Service speed

7

11

5

5

Food safety

8

9

9

10

Reputation

9

10

8

9

Friendliness of staff

10

6

14

14

Responsiveness of staff

11

8

12

13

Out of habit

12

14

13

12

Nutritious food

13

12

10

18

Preference of family and friends

14

13

16

17

Spur of moment decision

15

16

15

15

Availability of takeout

16

21

7

6

Group consensus

17

15

19

19

Coupons (i.e., mailed/
e-mailed coupons,
deal-of-the-day coupons)

18

18

18

16

Promotions (happy hours,
special events, etc.)

19

17

20

22

Payment options

20

19

17

20

Advertisements

21

20

21

21

Availability of drive-thru

22

28

23

11

Kid friendliness

23

23

26

23

Loyalty programs

24

22

22

26

Influence of children’s opinion

25

25

28

24

Popularity of a restaurant on
social media sites

26

24

25

28

Availability of free Wi-Fi

27

27

24

25

In-restaurant technology (e.g.,
electronic ordering devices)

28

26

27

27

Low-high score range
(scale 1 (lowest) to 5 (highest))

1.77-4.12

1.62-4.17

1.80-4.14

1.84-4.04

4,093

2,069

537

1,487

Sample size

Source: Deloitte proprietary survey research, Deloitte analysis
Note: The above nominal rankings measure the importance of each factor in inducing revisits to most-frequented restaurant within each
cohort. The nominal rankings of the factors are based on each factor’s average score within each cohort, using a scale from 1 (never) to 5
(always). For example, casual dining respondents gave “Payment options” an average score of 2.48 and “Friendliness of staff” an average
score of 3.73. Low-high score range is the range of the individual scores that each cohort gave to the influence of each listed attribute on a
scale of 1 (never) to 5 (always) rounded to the nearest 0.01.
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over another cohort, but these are variations on the
theme that value for money is at the core of what matters
to restaurant patrons. Free Wi-Fi, social media buzz,
in-restaurant technology, and all of the other latter-day
externalities of the dining experience are relatively marginal
components in the mosaic of what drives restaurant brand
loyalty today, however much their influence may grow in
the years ahead.
Even loyalty programs—for all of their vaunted position
in other consumer businesses generally—would appear
to play a minor role in the equation of restaurant
brand loyalty. We saw in exhibit 2 that a vast majority
of people would continue to patronize their mostfrequented restaurants even if their loyalty programs were
discontinued. We saw in exhibits 3 and 6 that loyalty
programs ranked near the bottom in terms of both those
restaurant attributes that matter to people in the abstract,
and those factors that drive them to revisit their mostfrequented restaurants specifically. And in any event, as
exhibit 4 points out, people are least satisfied with their
most-frequented restaurants’ loyalty programs among the
23 attributes we tested.19
So do loyalty programs have any place in driving consumer
brand loyalty within the restaurant sector? If not, why do
restaurants offer them at all? And what measurable impact
do they have on driving restaurant brand loyalty, if any?
In the next section, we seek answers to these and other
related questions.

Loyalty programs in the fast service
and casual dining restaurant sector:
Do they even matter?
A look at who belongs to restaurant loyalty
programs and why people don’t join
In many consumer services sectors—such as retail, hotels,
and airlines—loyalty programs play a prominent role in
the strategy to drive brand loyalty, and membership in
such programs is extensive.20 In the restaurant sector,
however, loyalty programs are less prominent. The National
Restaurant Association reports that only about one-third
of the restaurants in the United States offer any kind of
loyalty program.21
There are many reasons that help explain the diminished role
that loyalty programs seem to play in the restaurant sector,
including the cost of starting and maintaining such programs
in a thin-margin environment, the consumer perception
that the rewards that such restaurant programs offer—such
as a free cup of coffee—are not meaningful, the company
perception that such programs are ineffective in driving
brand loyalty, the lack of any consumer “expectation” that
such programs should be offered by restaurants (in contrast
to hotels and airlines), among other reasons. Despite these
considerations, many leading players make the loyalty
program platform a part of their brand strategy.

Exhibit 7. Loyalty program membership rates by most-frequented restaurant format
52.5%

50.0%

49.6%

39.9%

20.3%
16.4%

18.5%

13.2%
10.2%

11.8%

11.6%
8.1%

Casual dining
0

1

19.6%
12.2%

10.2%

5.6%

Fast casual
2

19.1%

3

QSR

12.6%

11.3%
7.5%

Total

4 or more

Source: Deloitte proprietary survey research, Deloitte analysis
Note: Responses are grouped by most-frequented format but refer to loyalty programs of all formats. Rounding errors.
N=4,093 (total), 2,069 (casual dining), 537 (fast casual), and 1,487 (QSR).

Exhibit 7 shows loyalty program membership by cohort
and number of programs.
As seen in exhibit 7, nearly half (49.6 percent) of our
survey respondents said that they do not belong to any
restaurant loyalty program. This contrasts with only 22
percent of airline consumers and 30 percent of hotel
customers who do not belong to loyalty programs in those
sectors.22 Slightly less than one-third of our respondents
belong to two or more restaurant loyalty programs.
With some variability, results across the three cohorts are
generally consistent with the overall results.
Exhibit 7 shows that nearly half of restaurant customers
choose not to belong to any restaurant loyalty program,
whether such programs are linked to their most-frequented
restaurants or to other restaurants. We wanted to
understand the reasons that such a relatively large share of
our survey population would respond in such a manner.
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“If you are going to build a loyalty program, make sure it is
something worthwhile—a real incentive to go there—not buy
20 to get a free cookie.”
The two most common answers in exhibit 8—“I have no
information about loyalty programs of the restaurants
I visit” and “The restaurants I visit do not offer loyalty
programs”—individually and together speak to the
subsidiary role that loyalty programs play within the
restaurant sector. Some 43 percent of respondents
stated that the restaurants they visit do not offer loyalty
programs, itself a comment on the lesser prominence
of such programs within the sector.23 At 48 percent, an
even larger share said that they have no information
about the loyalty programs of the restaurants they visit.
Presumably, some portion of those restaurants actually
offers loyalty programs. But the fact that ignorance of
restaurant loyalty programs was the most popular answer
in exhibit 8—whether respondents’ most-frequented
restaurants offer such programs or not—strongly implies
that restaurants simply have not made such programs a
priority in executing their brand strategies.
Perhaps the most important insight from exhibit 8 is that
the relatively low rates of restaurant loyalty program
Exhibit 8. Reasons that consumers do not belong to restaurant loyalty programs
I have no information
about loyalty programs
of the restaurants I visit

48%

The restaurants I visit do
not offer loyalty programs

43%

I have not subscribed to any
loyalty program, as I do not see
any value in those programs

19%

I have not subscribed
because I do not want to
pay the membership fees

16%

I have not subscribed because
I do not want to reveal my
personal information
Other

10%

4%

Source: Deloitte proprietary survey research, Deloitte analysis
Note: Multiple answer question. Does not add to 100 percent
N =2,029
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membership are not driven by an overt aversion to such
programs. Rather, what appears to drive the relatively low
rates of program membership is that restaurants either do
not offer them or do not adequately promote them. Only
19 percent of respondents said that they do not belong to
restaurant loyalty programs because they “do not see any
value in those programs.” On this point, at least according
to a number of our focus group participants, part of the
challenge resides in how well restaurants design their loyalty
programs when they do offer them. As one focus group
participant offered, “If you are going to build a loyalty
program, make sure it is something worthwhile—a real
incentive to go there—not buy 20 to get a free cookie.” As
another participant rhetorically asked, “Goals are so out of
reach. Why would I want to be doing this?” Only 10 percent
of survey respondents said that they do not belong because
they do not wish to reveal personal information.
Exhibit 8 suggests that restaurant loyalty programs are not
entirely irrelevant and, in fact, have the potential to matter
to those who belong to them. Our survey results provide
at least some additional evidence to support this point.
For example, while loyalty programs ranked 19th out of
23 attributes in terms of what is important to restaurant
consumers (exhibit 3), it ranked only 21st among those who
belonged to no loyalty programs, but 15th among those
who belonged to 4 or more programs. While not entirely
surprising, such results at least suggest that membership to
restaurant loyalty programs is not perfunctory and may, in
fact, imply a degree of emotional involvement.
Indeed, despite the criticism that some focus group
participants expressed about restaurant loyalty programs,
a number of participants acknowledged an affinity for
them. As one participant confessed: “I am a sucker for
loyalty points. If they took it away I would leave and go
somewhere else.” Another added, “Loyalty programs
make me feel validated.” Our survey results may have
captured a general mood about loyalty programs and their
importance in restaurant consumer behavior, but individual
opinions provide texture and nuance.

What do people want in a restaurant loyalty program?
As our survey results suggest, people may join restaurant
loyalty programs if restaurants offer them or make them
more aware of such programs if they do offer them; that
is, people don’t appear to reject such programs out of
hand. And we saw that there is at least tentative evidence
to suggest that loyalty programs matter more to those
who belong to them, implying a heightened emotional
stake in what they offer.

Exhibit 9. Nominal ranking of importance of restaurant loyalty program
attributes by cohort
Loyalty program attributes

Total

Casual dining

Fast casual

QSR

Rewards with freebies like
free appetizers, buy one get
one free, etc.

1

1

1

1

Special offers for birthdays and
other personal events

2

2

2

2

Can be used across multiple
restaurants of the same chain

3

3

4

3

This raises the question: What loyalty program attributes
are important to the slightly more than half of survey
respondents who do belong to one or more restaurant
loyalty programs? And what effect does membership have
on those indicators that characterize brand loyalty, if any?

Rewards with points

4

4

3

4

Cash back on money spent
at the restaurant

5

5

6

5

Provides option to enroll
and track points online

6

6

5

6

Ease of earning VIP status

7

8

7

7

Exhibit 9 shows a nominal ranking of importance of
restaurant loyalty program attributes by cohort, using
the same 1 (lowest) to 5 (highest) scale that we used in
ranking the importance of restaurant attributes in exhibit
3. In creating exhibit 9, we only considered the slightly
more than half of all respondents who belong to at least
one restaurant loyalty program, since such respondents—
in contrast to those who do not belong to any programs
—at least took that first step in joining a program, and it
is their opinions about restaurant loyalty programs that
merit heightened consideration.24 Exhibit 9, while grouped
by cohort of most-frequented restaurant, refers to loyalty
programs in the abstract and not to the loyalty program of
any specific restaurant.

Exception from waiting in
line during busy hours

8

7

9

9

Provides status levels
linked to dollars spent

9

10

8

10

Provides opportunities to use
points to spend at partners
(grocery, retail, movies, etc.)

10

13

11

8

Provides opportunities to earn
rewards through partners
(e.g., credit cards)

11

11

12

11

What exhibit 9 makes plain is that what people from all
cohorts want from their restaurant loyalty programs are
those rewards that provide immediate gratification, such
as free appetizers, occasion-specific discounts, and cash
back on money spent at the restaurant. Although “rewards
with points” ranked fourth overall, attributes related to
points and status generally—those very attributes that
rank at or near the top in analogous rankings of airline
and hotel loyalty programs—matter less within the
context of restaurant loyalty programs.25 This difference
may stem from the relatively transient and low-dollar
transaction value of the restaurant consumer experience.
Put differently, there is likely less “buzz” on social media
and other platforms about points and status levels in
various restaurant loyalty programs compared to airlines

Personalized service when dining

12

9

13

13

Guaranteed table

13

12

15

15

Pushes coupons to my smart
phone whenever I visit their
restaurant

14

14

10

12

Provides opportunities to
earn rewards via participation
in contests and point of
purchase games.

15

15

14

14

Low-high score range
(scale 1 (lowest) to 5 (highest))

3.16-4.31

3.10-4.26

3.12-4.36

3.23-4.35

2,064

1,034

323

707

Sample size

Source: Deloitte proprietary survey research, Deloitte analysis
Note: The above nominal rankings measure the importance of each loyalty program attribute within each cohort. The nominal rankings
of the attributes are based on each attribute’s average importance score within each cohort, using a scale from 1 (lowest) to 5 (highest).
For example, casual dining respondents gave “Guaranteed table” an average importance score of 3.45 and “Personalized service when
dining” an average importance score of 3.51. Low-high score range is the range of the individual scores that each cohort gave to the
importance of each listed attribute on a scale of 1 (lowest) to 5 (highest) rounded to the nearest 0.01. Above table based on those
respondents who said that they belong to at least one restaurant loyalty program. The total sample size includes those who answered
“N/A”. However, above individual attribute rankings and the scores on which they are based only reflect those respondents who actually
assign a score from 1 (lowest) to 5 (highest) and does not include those who responded “N/A” for any given attribute. As a result, actual
numbers responding to each attribute varied somewhat from attribute to attribute.
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and hotels. It may also stem from what is arguably
the restaurant sector’s less evolved loyalty program
infrastructure compared to airlines and hotels, whose
loyalty program infrastructure may better accommodate
sophisticated point- and status-level reward systems.26
While there is general uniformity in the rankings among
the cohorts, particularly among the higher-ranking
attributes, some variability manifests in certain areas,
driven in part by the unique characteristics of the cohorts.
For example, the casual dining cohort ranks a guaranteed
table more highly than the other two cohorts, perhaps
owing to the greater nesting quality of the casual dining
experience. The fast casual and QSR cohorts rank “Pushes
coupons to my smart phone whenever I visit their
restaurant” more highly than the casual dining cohort
—driven in part by the younger and, presumably, more
tech-savvy makeup of those two cohorts.
For their part, despite a certain measure of debate
and dissent among our focus group participants, their
preferences generally aligned with those of our survey
respondents in exhibit 9. Indeed, they even offered loyalty
program attributes that we did not explicitly mention in
our survey. For example, one participant suggested that
one of the most attractive features is when restaurants use
loyalty programs as a way to reward their personal purchase
preferences: “I especially like it when they remember me as
a repeat customer and even better if they reward me with
something I like.”
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How can restaurants improve loyalty programs?
Based on the importance scores in exhibit 9—and
corresponding scores on attribute satisfaction (not shown)
—exhibit 10 shows the top five areas on which restaurants
should focus in improving their loyalty programs. Note
that exhibit 10 uses the same approach in calculating the
rankings as used in exhibit 5.
As seen in exhibit 10, there is a strong feeling across
all cohorts that cash back from restaurant purchases is
the single most pressing area in which restaurants can
improve their loyalty programs. This high ranking stems
from the 35 percent who said that this loyalty program
attribute was “very important” and the 58 percent who
were generally dissatisfied with the attribute—the only
attribute that rated higher than both 30 percent and
50 percent in those two dimensions, respectively. Other
pressing focus areas relate to using points earned at
restaurants to spend at non-restaurant partners (e.g.,
grocery or retail stores) and earning rewards by spending
via credit card channels regardless of location—two
attributes that are relatively well developed within hotel
and airline loyalty program offerings.
Our focus group participants identified a number of areas
for improvement, including easier-to-understand rules
(e.g., for qualifying purchases), more attainable goals,
customized rewards, and more substantial rewards,
among others.

Exhibit 10. Top five restaurant loyalty program attribute focus areas
Total

Casual dining

Fast casual

QSR

First

Cash back on money
spent at restaurant

Cash back on money
spent at restaurant

Cash back on money
spent at restaurant

Cash back on money
spent at restaurant

Second

Exception from
waiting in line during
busy hours

Pushes coupons to
my smart phone
whenever I visit their
restaurant

Exception from
waiting in line during
busy hours

Provide opportunities
to use points to
spend at partners
(grocery retail,
movies, etc.)

Third

Provide opportunities
to use points to
spend at partners
(grocery retail,
movies, etc.)

Can be used across
multiple restaurants
of the same chain

Provides opportunity
to earn rewards
through partners
(e.g., credit cards)

Exception from
waiting in line during
busy hours

Fourth

Can be used across
multiple restaurants
of the same chain

Rewards with
freebies like free
appetizers, buy one
get one, etc.

Guaranteed
table

Rewards with
freebies like free
appetizers, buy one
get one, etc.

Fifth

Provides opportunity
to earn rewards
through partners
(e.g., credit cards)

Exception from
waiting in line during
busy hours

Provide opportunities
to use points to
spend at partners
(grocery retail,
movies, etc.)

Can be used across
multiple restaurants
of the same chain

Source: Deloitte proprietary survey research, Deloitte analysis
Note: The above rankings show the top five loyalty program attribute focus areas and are based on the calculation (Very Important %) *
(Dissatisfaction %). The term “Very Important %” is the share of survey respondents who assign a score of “5” to a given loyalty program
attribute and the term “Dissatisfaction %” refers to the share of survey respondents who assign a score of “1”, “2”, or “3”. Both terms are
based on a scale of 1 (lowest) to 5 (highest) that measures either importance or satisfaction. Above table based on those respondents who
said that they belong to at least one restaurant loyalty program.
N=2,064 (total), 1,034 (Casual Dining), 323 (Fast Casual), and 707 (QSR).
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Another look at the data: “Stage of life” segmentation demographics and preferences
There are many ways to look at a given set of survey data. In our analysis, we primarily assessed restaurant loyalty
in terms of the categories of restaurants that respondents visited most often. We assessed restaurant loyalty
program effectiveness by grouping our respondent pool in terms of various classifications of program membership.
An interesting alternative approach is to look at our survey data through the prism of age cohort. We offer that
look below.
As a general matter, in each phase of adulthood, the profile of individual preferences is unique in terms of lifestyle,
family demands, career, spending habits, and so on. Age cohorts provide a way to examine habits and preferences
in a generalized “stage of life” fashion. No method of generalized grouping is perfect, and none can characterize
the precise behaviors of any specific member of any particular age group. Nor is such an approach static. The
behaviors and preferences of today’s 50 year old may not be the same as those of today’s 30-year-old in 20 years.
Still, such an analysis of our survey data reveals interesting insights.
Stage of life characteristics
L

Millennials
(18–33)

Gen Xers
(34–49)

Baby Boomers
(50–68)

Seniors
(68+)

>$100K household
income

11.2%

24.5%

30.3%

21.8%

Median share of
wallet (%) at most
frequented restaurant
(30-day period)

32.1%

33.8%

32.1%

31.2%

Restaurant format
preference

• QSR – 41.5%
• FC – 19.0%
• CD – 39.5%

• QSR – 41.0%
• FC – 14.4%
• CD – 44.7%

• QSR – 33.0%
• FC – 9.4%
• CD – 57.6%

• QSR – 21.8%
• FC – 7.4%
• CD – 70.8%

Top 3 restaurant
attributes
(Nominal importance)

• Food taste
• Price
• Food safety

• Food taste
• Order accuracy
• Food safety

• Food taste
• Food safety
• Order accuracy

• Food taste
• Food safety
• Responsiveness
of staff

Top 3 restaurant
attributes
(Relative importance)

• Availability of drive-thru
• Availability of take-out
• In-restaurant
technologies
(e.g., electronic
ordering devices)

• Availability of
drive-thru
• Availability of take-out
• Availability of free
Wi-Fi

• Nutritious food
• Responsiveness of staff
• Ease of parking

• Ease of parking
• Nutritious food
• Ambience/décor

Top 3 restaurant
improvement
opportunities

• Price
• Food safety
• Food taste

• Price
• Nutritious food
• Food Safety

• Nutritious food
• Price
• Responsiveness
of staff

• Food safety
• Nutritious food
• Customized meals that
meet dietary
restrictions/
preferences

Top 3 restaurant
factors that drive revisit
(Nominal importance)

• Food taste
• Prior experience
• Value for money

• Food taste
• Prior experience
• Location

• Food taste
• Prior experience
• Location

• Food taste
• Prior experience
• Value for money

% that belong to
1 or more restaurant
loyalty programs
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51.4%

56.0%

47.7%

42.9%

Top 3 loyalty
program attributes
(Nominal
importance)

• Rewards with freebies
like free appetizers,
buy one get one, etc.
• Special offers for
birthday’s and other
personal events
• Rewards with points

• Rewards with freebies
like free appetizers,
buy one get one, etc.;
• Special offers for
birthday’s and other
personal events
• Can be used across
multiple restaurants of
the same chain

• Rewards with freebies
like free appetizers,
buy one get one, etc.
• Can be used across
multiple restaurants of
the same chain
• Special offers for
birthday’s and other
personal events

• Can be used across
multiple restaurants of
the same chain
• Rewards with freebies
like free appetizers,
buy one get one, etc.
• Special offers for
birthday’s and other
personal events

Top 3 loyalty program
improvement
opportunities

• Cash back on money
spent at the restaurant
• Pushes coupons to my
smart phone whenever
I visit their restaurant
• Provide opportunities
to use points to spend
at partners (grocery
retail, movies, etc.)

• Cash back on money
spent at the restaurant
• Exception from waiting
in line during busy
hours
• Provide opportunities
to use points to spend
at partners (grocery
retail, movies, etc.)

• Cash back on money
spent at the restaurant
• Exception from waiting
in line during busy
hours
• Provide opportunities
to use points to spend
at partners (grocery
retail, movies, etc.)

• Cash back on money
spent at the restaurant
• Provide opportunities
to use points to spend
at partners (grocery
retail, movies, etc.)
• Exception from
waiting in line during
busy hours

27.3%

22.8%

13.1%

6.3%

Key takeaways

• Early career stage
• Most likely to belong to
loyalty programs and
most likely to pay
membership fees to join
loyalty programs of their
most frequented
restaurants
• Prefer being rewarded
with free items
(appetizer, dessert)
during restaurant visits
• Most tech savvy and are
most likely among the
cohorts to use mobile
apps
• This cohort is entering
its career-focused years.
As it does, will it keep
those traits that define
it today? Are restaurants
marketing to this cohort
as it exists today? Or as
it may exist in the near
future?

• Many in this cohort
have kids and opinion
of children and “kid
friendliness” are more
likely to influence
restaurant choice.
• Heavy restaurant users
(one-fourth of this
group visit a restaurant
3 or more times a
week)
• Email, postal mail,
print, and broadcast
are the preferred
modes of engagement
• The Gen Xers represent
the current version of
the “career-building”
cohort – perhaps the
most desirable to the
restaurant sector. Will
the next version of the
“career-building”
cohort be markedly
different?

• Apart from cash
rewards, boomers
want their loyalty
programs to exempt
them from waiting for
a table.
• More likely to redeem
promotional offers or
coupons when dining
out—next only to
seniors
• Prefer personalized
messages that meet
their dining needs—
menu related news in
particular
• Boomers are in their
prime earning years and
a substantial minority
has already retired. They
feel that they have “paid
their dues” and expect
special treatment. They
don’t like to wait for
their food. They are
somewhat tech-savvy,
but grew up in a
pre-Web world.

• Households are usually
empty nests—without
any children. They
prefer restaurants that
serve nutritious food in
a hassle-free
environment which
may explain a bias for
the casual dining
environment.
• Willingness to pay a
membership fee
decreases with
increasing age—seniors
are least willing to pay a
fee.
• Not tech savvy
• Most likely to redeem
promotional offers or
coupons when dining
out
• Email, print, and
broadcast are the
preferred modes of
engagement
• Seniors remember the
old days when dining
out was more local and
personal.

Sample size

1,105

1,086

1,508

394

% who downloaded
at least one mobile
restaurant app

Source: Deloitte proprietary survey research, Deloitte analysis
Notes: FC refers to Fast casual and CD refers to casual dining.
Top 3 restaurant attributes (Relative Importance) are restaurant attributes that our analysis identifies as particularly important to each cohort relative to all customers. They are based on the
ratio of an attribute’s importance within a cohort to its importance to the overall survey population. An attribute’s importance is, itself, based on an average score on a scale of 1 (lowest)
to 5 (highest). The higher the ratio, the higher the relative importance that members of the cohort place on the attribute.
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Exhibit 11. Does your most-frequented restaurant offer a loyalty program?
52.8%

52.0%
40.6%

38.3%

36.6%37.3%

29.8% 29.6%
26.1%

23.8% 24.1%

8.9%

Casual dining
Yes

No

Fast casual

QSR

Total

I don’t know

Source: Deloitte proprietary survey research, Deloitte analysis
Note: Although grouped by cohort of most-frequented restaurant, above exhibit reflects only those respondentswho said that they
belong to at least one restaurant loyalty program, regardless of restaurant format. Rounding errors.
N=2,064 (total), 1,034 (Casual Dining), 323 (Fast Casual), and 707 (QSR).

An analysis of loyalty program effectiveness
All of the analysis in this section thus far leads to one
fundamental question: Do loyalty programs work in
driving restaurant brand loyalty? There are at least two
ways to answer this question. First, do loyalty programs
increase a restaurant’s core customer base? Our survey
offers only scant evidence that they do. Slightly less than
one-quarter (24.9 percent) of all survey respondents
said that they would switch from their most-frequented
restaurants’ loyalty programs to a competing loyalty
program that announced better rewards.27 Nearly
two-thirds (63.1 percent) of survey respondents said
that they would continue to patronize their mostfrequented restaurants even if they discontinued their
loyalty programs. These two data points, among others,
suggest that loyalty programs may have little effect in
either augmenting or diminishing a restaurant’s core
customer base.28
The second approach is to ask what effect, if any, loyalty
programs have on a restaurant’s existing core customer
base—those customers who identify that restaurant as
their most frequented. Is there any evidence that suggests
that loyalty programs make these already loyal consumers
any more loyal?
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To answer this question, we first need to segregate
respondents who said that their most-frequented
restaurants offer loyalty programs from those who said
they do not. Exhibit 11 depicts the breakdown among
survey respondents who said that their most-frequented
restaurants offer loyalty programs and those who said they
do not or did not know, overall and by cohort.
Exhibit 11 reveals that only slightly more than one-quarter
(26.1 percent) of the respondents who belong to at
least one restaurant loyalty program report that their
most-frequented restaurants offer loyalty programs.
Approximately 37 percent of respondents overall said that
their most-frequented restaurants do not offer loyalty
programs, and another 37 percent said that they were
not sure.29 That such a large percentage of respondents
reported that they were not sure whether their mostfrequented restaurants offered loyalty programs once
again speaks to the general lack of priority that restaurants
place on such programs.30 We also see a great deal of
variability among the cohorts. Slightly more than half (52
percent) of respondents who most often patronize the fast
casual cohort and belong to at least one program also say
that their most-frequented fast casual restaurants offer
loyalty programs. On the other hand, only 9 percent of
those who belong to the QSR cohort and participate in at
least one restaurant loyalty program say that their mostfrequented QSR restaurants offer loyalty programs. Some
91 percent of this QSR group said their most-frequented
QSR restaurants do not offer such programs or that they
were not sure. Based on these data, at least, one may infer
that loyalty programs are less of a priority within the QSR
platform than they are within the fast casual platform.31
As mentioned, exhibit 11 only includes those respondents
who belong to one or more restaurant loyalty programs
—about 50.4 percent of the 4,093 total respondents
in our survey. This means that, of those 2,064 survey
respondents, only 26 percent state that their mostfrequented restaurants offer loyalty programs.32 Our
survey further reveals that, of this 26 percent who state
that their most-frequented restaurants offer loyalty
programs, an overwhelming majority (87 percent) actually
belong to them. And of that 87 percent who belong to
their most-frequented restaurants’ loyalty programs, a

In effect, restaurants are missing out on whatever benefits that
core customer loyalty program membership can offer in terms of
enhanced brand loyalty. And with loyalty program conversion
rates—and usage rates—so high, such benefits seem accessible
and within reach.
comparably robust majority (82 percent) use them more
often than any other restaurant loyalty programs. Exhibit
12 captures this progression.
The sequence depicted in exhibit 12 basically shows that,
among the respondents who belong to at least one loyalty
program—those who are amenable to what a restaurant
loyalty program offers—only a bit more than one-quarter
of these respondents’ most-frequented restaurants
actually offer a loyalty program. It further shows that
an overwhelming proportion of these respondents say
that, if their favored restaurants offer such programs, not
only would they belong to it, but they would use such
programs more than any others.33 Put differently, if you
build it, they will come.

The sequence shown in exhibit 12 makes clear that there
is a very high loyalty program conversion rate among
the fast service and casual dining restaurant industry’s
core constituency. Yet that high conversion rate is largely
unexploited, since such a large percentage of those
who already believe in the loyalty program concept (as
they already belong to at least one program) do not
belong to their favored restaurants’ loyalty programs,
either because they do not exist or, more disturbingly,
because they are not sure whether they exist. In effect,
restaurants are missing out on whatever benefits that
core customer loyalty program membership can offer in
terms of enhanced brand loyalty. And with loyalty program
conversion rates—and usage rates—so high, such benefits
seem accessible and within reach.

Exhibit 12. Customers’ most-visited restaurant loyalty program membership and participation
Does your most-frequented
restaurant offer a loyalty program?
(N=2,064)

How many restaurant loyalty
programs do you belong to?
(N=4,093)

Do you belong to it?
(N=539)
13.5%

18.5%

26.1%
(539)

37.3%
49.6%

Is it the program you use
most often? (N=466)

50.4%
(2,064)

0

1 or more

Yes

No

81.5%

86.5%
(466)

36.6%
I don’t know

Yes

No

Yes

No

Source: Deloitte proprietary survey research, Deloitte analysis
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This leads to key questions that we earlier presented: Is
there any evidence that loyalty programs enhance brand
loyalty to restaurants that offer them? Do they offer any
measurable objective benefit at all? A high core customer
membership rate is nice. Positive bottom-line impact is nicer.
We endeavor to provide answers in exhibit 13. Exhibit
13 illustrates how several indicators of brand loyalty vary
among consumers grouped along the following lines:
• Non-Joiners: The Non-Joiner is someone who belongs
to no restaurant loyalty programs for any reason. These
people accounted for nearly half (49.6 percent) of our
overall survey population, or 2,029 people.
• Distant Joiners: The Distant Joiner is a consumer who
belongs to at least one restaurant loyalty program,
but not the loyalty program of the restaurant he or
she frequents most often, whether such a program is
offered or not.34 We surveyed 1,598 Distant Joiners—
39.0 percent of our overall survey pool.
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• Core Joiners: The Core Joiner is the survey respondent
who belongs to the loyalty program of the restaurant
that he or she visits most often (and potentially others),
but does not use that loyalty program most often. Some
86 people fell into this category—2.1 percent of overall
survey respondents.
• Core Users: The Core User is someone who belongs
to the loyalty program of the restaurant that he or she
visits most often (and potentially others), and uses that
loyalty program more than any others. There were 380
Core Users (9.3 percent) in our survey population.

Exhibit 13.
Effect of loyalty program membership on core customer behaviors and attitudes
NonJoiners
Belong to at least one restaurant loyalty program

Distant
Joiners

Core
Joiners

Core
Users

3

3

3

3

3

Belong to loyalty program of most-visited restaurant
Use loyalty program of most-visited restaurant more
than any other restaurant loyalty program

3

% of respondents who are satisfied or very satisfied with their most-visited restaurants in terms of…
Food taste

90%

90%

97%

92%

Menu variety

85%

85%

93%

86%

Price

83%

82%

86%

77%

Together, these four groups comprise our overall survey
population—an alternative “cut” of the same data
that formed the basis of our restaurant format-based
cohort analysis in earlier sections of this report. From an
individual restaurant’s perspective, the Distant Joiner is
a core customer who is amenable to the idea of loyalty
programs, but not the one that it offers, assuming it
offers one. On the other hand, the Core Joiner and
Core User are those core customers who belong to that
restaurant’s loyalty program. Unlike the Core Joiner, who
merely belongs to the program and may participate in
it to some extent, the Core User will use the program
more than any other restaurant loyalty program. The
Non-Joiner is exactly that—someone who has not joined
any restaurant loyalty program for any reason.35

Friendliness of staff

85%

83%

92%

91%

Responsiveness of staff

83%

84%

93%

90%

Service speed

85%

85%

87%

87%

Exhibit 13 shows that Core Joiners and Core Users—
those cohorts that reflect a restaurant’s loyalty program
membership among its core customers—account for
the top values in many, if not most, of the indicia. For
example, in all of the “satisfaction” indicia in exhibit
13, the Core Joiners reported the highest percentages,
followed by the Core Users in all indicia except “price”
(where the Core Users actually finished last). The gap
in percentages between the Core Joiners and the
Non-Joiners and Distant Joiners—those core customers
who either do not belong to the loyalty programs of
their preferred restaurants or do not belong to restaurant
loyalty programs at all—ranged between roughly 3 and
10 percentage points.

% of respondents who agree or strongly agree with the following attitudinal statements with
respect to their most-visited restaurants…
I have developed a liking for the signature menu items
offered by this restaurant.

68%

74%

74%

80%

I have built a personal relationship with the restaurant
brand and its people.

29%

35%

43%

48%

I will switch to a competing restaurant brand to
take advantage of a short-term promotion.

34%

46%

47%

40%

I will be a brand ambassador for this restaurant, if asked.

37%

43%

62%

59%

I will recommend it to my friends and relatives.

71%

73%

81%

84%

I will dine at the same restaurant next time.

62%

67%

58%

73%

I developed a liking for the restaurant because of
the loyalty program.

9%

16%

24%

49%

I will continue to patronize this restaurant even if it
discontinues the loyalty program.

62%

63%

66%

69%

% of respondents who said that the following attributes were important or very important
in their favored restaurants.
Loyalty program

17%

33%

44%

46%

Price

83%

86%

90%

85%

Responsiveness of staff

82%

83%

85%

85%

>50 percent share

20%

16%

9%

23%

>75% share

5%

3%

2%

4%

Sample size

2,029

1,598

86

380

Most-frequented restaurant’s share of wallet past 30 days

Source: Deloitte proprietary survey research, Deloitte analysis
Note: The total sample size includes those who answered “N/A”. However, above individual percentages were rescaled to reflect omission of
those who responded “N/A” with exception of share of wallet data. As a result, actual numbers responding to each attitudinal or attribute
satisfaction statement varied somewhat with respect to any given measurement. Shaded areas represent the top answers. For the attitudinal
statement “I will switch to a competing restaurant brand to take advantage of a short-term promotion,” the lowest percentage is regarded
as the top answer. Percentages are rounded to nearest 1.0 percent.

Second helpings Building consumer loyalty in the fast service and casual dining restaurant sector

27

That Core Joiners show higher degrees of satisfaction
on these indicia than Core Users may suggest that the
real payoff to a given restaurant in terms of enhanced
customer satisfaction may come from offering a loyalty
program and getting its best customers to join, but not
necessarily driving them to use that program more than
any other programs. However, a look at the attitudinal
statements in exhibit 13 tells a somewhat different story.
There, Core Users register the leading percentages in six of
the eight attitudinal statements.
Of particular note, nearly half (48.8 percent) of the Core
User cohort said that they developed a liking for their
preferred restaurants because of the loyalty program, far
more than any other cohort, including the Core Joiners.
Toward that end, only 23.5 percent of the Core Joiner
cohort said that they developed a liking for the restaurant
because of the loyalty program. Obviously, there are many
reasons to like a restaurant other than its loyalty program,
as reflected in the inference from exhibit 13 that the
overwhelming majority of respondents developed a liking
for their preferred restaurants because of factors other
than loyalty programs. Still, it is noteworthy that nearly
half of the Core User cohort said that loyalty programs can
drive liking for their preferred restaurants.36
In light of this, the additional finding that slightly more
than two-thirds of the Core User cohort—more than any
other cohort—would continue to patronize the favored
restaurant even if it discontinued its loyalty program is
perplexing. How can nearly half of a group say that they
developed a liking for a restaurant because of its loyalty
program and a higher percentage of that same group say
that they would continue to patronize that restaurant if
that program were discontinued? This implies that—even
for core customers who use their favored restaurants’
loyalty programs the most—such programs are not
the be-all and end-all of what matters in the restaurant
experience. Other attributes matter more.
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Several other findings shown in exhibit 13 support this
notion. Some 46 percent of the Core User cohort said that
the loyalty program was an important or very important
attribute with respect to their favored restaurant. This
percentage was more than for any other cohort, as one
would expect—but far less than the 85 percent of the
Core User cohort who said that price was important or
very important or the 85 percent who said the same of
staff responsiveness.37 Furthermore, that Core Users are
more willing than other cohorts to abandon their mostfrequented restaurants in favor of a competitor’s shortterm promotion speaks to the finite influence of loyalty
programs and the greater influence of other attributes
such as price.
That said, together, the Core Joiners and Core Users gave
the highest scores in seven of eight attitudinal statements
—including the willingness to serve as brand ambassadors
of their favored restaurant and recommend that restaurant
to family and friends, two especially important indicia of
brand loyalty. This puts forth the notion that, while loyalty
programs are not the be-all and end-all in driving core
customer brand loyalty, they are far from irrelevant.
So what’s the bottom line on restaurant
loyalty programs?
Do loyalty programs matter at all in driving core customer
restaurant brand loyalty? To be sure, exhibit 13 is
illustrative and not comprehensive in its range of indicia
of brand loyalty. Exhibit 13 suggests correlation, not cause
and effect. Moreover, we recognize that there may be
“hidden” factors at work that drive the results shown in
exhibit 13, such as the generational and other makeup of
each cohort.
Despite these limitations, a comparative analysis such
as that offered in exhibit 13 is instructive. The fact that
core customers who belong to their favored restaurants’
loyalty programs (Core Joiners and Core Users) lead in
all the satisfaction indicia and most of the attitudinal
indicia speaks favorably to the influence of such programs
in driving brand affinity. In certain cases, the lead is
significant. On the other hand, even for customers who
belong to their favored restaurants’ loyalty programs

—and who cite loyalty programs as the driving factor
for their preference for that restaurant more than
other cohorts—other attirubtes, such as price and staff
responsiveness, matter far more. Loyalty programs are
not sufficient to keep them loyal if some other restaurant
comes along with a short-term promotion. And, should a
restaurant terminate its loyalty program, even those who
especially like such programs would generally shrug their
shoulders. Indeed, our focus group research supports this
finiding. As one participant put it: “I go to my favorite
restaurant more because of the loyalty program, but I
would still go without it.” Another participant observed
that, “If I like a restaurant, I will go there whether or not
there is a loyalty program.”
To make maters even more ambiguous, while 23.1
percent of Core Users spent more than 50 percent
of their 30-day restaurant wallet share at their
favored restaurant, this is only slightly more than the
percentage of Non-Joiners who said the same (20.0
percent). (Admittedly, even a small improvement would
be welcome in a very crowded marketplace.) The
percentage of Core Users that spends at least 75 percent
of their 30-day restaurant wallet share at their favored
restaurant is actually smaller than the percentage of
Non-Joiners—3.9 percent vs. 5.1 percent. Furthermore,
there is a large gap between the percentage of Core
Joiners (9.3 percent) and Core Users (23.1 percent)
who say they spend more than 50 percent of their
30-day dining budget at their preferred restaurants. This
underscores the notion that the increased satisifaction
expressed by the Core Joiner cohort does not necessarily
translate into increased short-term share of wallet.
The distillate of this analysis is that loyalty programs do
matter in that those who belong to and use their favored
restaurants’ loyalty programs appear to be more satisfied
and harbor substantially more positive feelings about
these restaurants than those who do not. These more
“emotive” benefits are important, and although they may
not drive increased short-term wallet share, they can have
a real impact that redounds favorably to the long-term
bottom line.

As mentioned, only 26 percent of survey respondents
who belonged to at least one loyalty program said that
their favored restaurants actually offer such programs.
But the overwhelming majority of this 26 percent—some
87 percent—said that they belong to their favored
restaurants’ programs, and 82 percent of this 87 percent
said that they use their favored restaurant’s program more
often than that of any other restaurant. Put differently,
nearly three-quarters of those who already belong to
one program—those who are at least amenable to the
idea of restaurant loyalty programs—either say that their
preferred restaurants do not offer such programs or are
not sure whether they even exist. But evidence is strong
that such core customers would join and use their mostfrequented restaurants’ programs more than any others if
only these restaurants offered them—or made it clear to
their core customers that they do.
To be sure, there is scant evidence to suggest that
consumer brand loyalty is irrevocably assured by
membership in and usage of such programs. Other
things matter more. Even customers who say they like
a restaurant because of its loyalty program will still
like the restaurant—on the way out the door to visit
a competitor that is offering a short-term promotion.
Yet, to the extent that restaurant loyalty programs offer
benefits in enhancing core customer loyalty—and the
results shown in exhibit 13 suggest that they do—these
core customers, willing and able to join and use a
loyalty program if they knew one was offered, represent
an easily accessible, untapped pool of candidates for
strengthened brand affinity.
One final point that bears emphasis. Membership in and
usage of a loyalty program offers an additional benefit that
is as important as any other—a way for restaurants to track
the behaviors of all the customers who use it, whether
or not they are a restaurant’s best customers. Loyalty
membership databases are overflowing with information
about customer demographics, purchase behaviors, and
profitability. This information gives restaurants a better
opportunity to customize their service offerings and more
efficiently engage with customers. But this point also bears
emphasis: None of this means a thing unless restaurants
design programs that people will actually use.
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Customer engagement channels

With this in mind, exhibit 14 gives an overview of how
people prefer to be engaged by restaurants and with how
restaurants actually engage them, along lines of select
restaurant customer engagement media.38 The first lesson
of exhibit 14 is that people want privacy and control.
They vastly prefer email and (old-fashioned) postal mail
as a means of engagement over the more personal social
media platforms—and they make plain their aversion to
the use of the telephone for this purpose. What this really
means is that people do not particularly want restaurants
to invade their personal space—i.e., places where people
engage on a personal level.39 They vastly prefer mass
media, email, and postal mail because such media give
them control over the communication: They can choose
to be engaged or not.

Loyalty programs are one way that restaurants are able to
engage customers. But as the previous section highlights,
loyalty programs are only effective in strengthening brand
loyalty to the extent that customers belong to and use
such programs—and even then, their effectiveness is
not without limits. But how do restaurants reach out to
customers—and potential customers—more generally?
And how should they?
Engagement is about both medium and message. It is
ongoing and, ideally, differentiated to meet a customer’s
particular circumstance. Restaurants cannot expect all
messaging campaigns to be equally effective. Restaurants
also should understand the fundamental truth that
how people want to be engaged is not necessarily how
restaurants are actually engaging them. It does not really
matter how often and hard you knock on someone’s door
if he or she does not want to answer it.
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We found that this basic pattern generally held across all
cohorts.40 For example, only 26 percent of the fast casual
cohort showed a preference for social networks/media,
compared to 24 percent for the casual dining cohort.
One might have expected a wider gap given Millennials’
much greater representation within the fast casual cohort
relative to the casual dining cohort (39 percent vs. 21
percent).41 Privacy and control are human needs.
Exhibit 14’s second lesson is that restaurants have
generally not heeded its first lesson. On the one hand,
they have mostly respected customers’ dislike of highly
personal telephone contact. On the other hand, wide
gaps between preference and practice exist for email,
postal mail, and, to a lesser extent, for the mass media
and social media platforms. While it is a good thing that
restaurants have not gone beyond customer preference in
any of exhibit 14’s engagement platforms, it also means
that they are not fully leveraging the potential that these
engagement platforms offer.

Our survey also found that the kinds of messaging that
customers preferred were generally consistent with their
channel preferrences. For example, some 61 percent
of respondents said that they never or rarely wanted
restaurants to contact them for personal feedback. Only
49 percent revealed the same disfavor for menu-related
news and advertisements. Interestingly, only about half
(50.4 percent) of respondents said that they never or
rarely wanted restaurants to send them customized
messages that addressed their particular dining needs.
One might have expected a larger percentage of
respondents to report this, given the personal nature of
this kind of messaging in combination with respondents’
apparent distaste for bidirectional engagement channels.
However, this result is not all that surprising. Even though
such messaging is “personal” in that it is tailored to the
recipient’s needs, the recipient may still choose to ignore
such messages; it does not ask for dialogue. Nor is this
inconsistent with the earlier observation that engagement
channel preferences are generally uniform across the
cohorts. People like custom-tailored messaging no matter
what restaurant type they prefer, as long as they don’t feel
compelled to discuss it.
Ultimately, what our survey respondents appear to be
saying is this: Feel free to engage me. Send me the latest
news about your restaurants, and even what you think I
might enjoy. Just don’t get into my personal space. And
please don’t ask me to engage you in conversation just
because you say “hello.” Maybe I will. But I probably
won’t. And even if I do, it will be on my terms. I like your
restaurant. But I don’t live there.
Our focus group participants generally agreed with
these sentiments. For instance, one participant said, “I
will not write a letter to my preferred restaurant, even
if it is about a bad experience.” Another said that, if
a restaurant asks her to fill out a feedback survey, “It
better be short—five questions and a text box. That’s it!”
Another pointedly said, “I am not here to write ‘War and
Peace’ about my meal!”

Exhibit 14: Preferred vs. actual means of engagement
21%

Postal mail

50%
39%

Print/Broadcast mass media

50%
28%

Email
Contact on telephone
Location-based social media
Social Networds & Media

Actual

61%
7%
12%
13%
24%
15%
25%

Preferred

Source: Deloitte proprietary survey research, Deloitte analysis
Sample=4093 (total)
Note: Percentages based on sum of “sometimes,” “often,” and “always” responses when asked for actual and preferred frequency of
interaction for each means of engagement.
Multi-select question. Hence, does not add to 100 percent. Contact on telephone refers to landline and mobile telephone.
We also gave respondents the opportunity to identify other means of engagement (not shown above) in an open-ended format.
N=4,093

We did hear in our focus groups that people were very
receptive to text messages with coupons and actually
welcomed them, as long as they were not too frequent.
Most of our focus group participants who agreed to
receive texts from restaurants received them, on average,
about once every other week. Many who had not signed
up for text messaging from restaurants expressed an
openness to the concept. Indeed, text messages can be
an effective way to target customers—it is easier to see a
text come through than an email, and a text can plant a
seed in the consumer’s mind. To this end, one focus group
partcipant shared, “I got a coupon on my phone for my
preferred restaurant when I wasn’t sure I wanted to go.
But after I got the coupon I was, like, sure, I will go!”
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Emerging ways to engage: The growing role of the mobile restaurant application
There are many ways for restaurants to engage their customers. Interaction with front-line staff is one way. Loyalty
programs are another. In increasing numbers, restaurants have turned to technology-based engagement platforms as
strategic channels of communication.
Toward that end, the restaurant mobile application is taking on increasing importance in how customers engage with
their favored restaurants. The advantages to such platforms are many: low cost to initiate and maintain, widespread
access, flexibility, portability, and immediacy, among others. The ways that restaurants use these platforms are as
varied as there are ways to engage.
Although the objective of the restaurant app is to drive customer engagement and, ultimately, brand loyalty, our
survey reveals that people use restaurant apps for a variety of reasons. Despite this variety, restaurants see great power
in the integration of the traditional loyalty program into a mobile platform. The power of putting a loyalty program
in the consumer’s pocket is in the ability to provide dynamic, customized offers and gain ease of use in tracking
rewards and redemption. Moreover, mobile redemption of rewards may drive a behavioral shift toward mobile wallet
payments (i.e., prepaid/gift cards), giving customers a convenient alternative to taxing credit card fees—a significant
benefit for restaurants.
Furthermore, smart analytics will increasingly mine account history and GPS/location-based information to improve
promotions and tailored offerings. The game-changer may reside in how restaurant marketers harvest and use their
“big data” analytics to drive customization. Sophisticated restaurant apps are an emerging loyalty platform, and
the value to restaurants can be evident to those willing to employ new technologies that integrate the traditional
marketing silos of rewards, brand, promotions, and analytics.
However inevitable the mobile restaurant loyalty app may be, the speed of customer adoption is an open question.
Slightly less than one-fifth (18.9 percent) of our survey respondents have actually downloaded at least one restaurant
app onto their smartphones or tablets. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the fast casual cohort—with its somewhat younger
demographic—showed a slightly higher download rate (27.7 percent).
Have you downloaded a restaurant application to your smartphone or tablet?
% within Restaurant Type

Total

Casual dining

Fast casual

QSR

Yes

18.9%

19.3%

27.7%

15.1%

No

66.1%

66.8%

60.5%

67.2%

I do not own a smartphone or tablet

15.0%

13.9%

11.7%

17.7%

Sample size

4,093

2,069

537

1,487

Source: Deloitte proprietary survey research, Deloitte analysis
Note: Each cohort defined by respondents’ most-frequented restaurant format, although responses based on application from any restaurant format. Rounding errors.

The survey did not show particular evidence that the use of a restaurant app, per se, drives brand loyalty. For example,
only 37 percent of those who have downloaded a restaurant app said that they would serve as brand ambassadors
to their most-frequented restaurant, compared to 38 percent of those who have not. Some 36 percent of those who
have downloaded a restaurant app say they have built a relationship with their most-frequented restaurant, compared
to 30 percent who have not.
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Reasons restaurant consumers use a mobile application
i

Total

Casual dining

Fast casual

QSR

View restaurant menu
and prices

55%

55%

56%

54%

Check for hours
of operation

46%

45%

53%

43%

Search for nearby
restaurants

45%

47%

50%

40%

Look for deals

38%

34%

39%

45%

Look for restaurants by
type cuisine (e.g. Mexican,
Bakery, Breakfast, Burgers)

38%

43%

37%

29%

Search for restaurant
reviews

37%

41%

38%

31%

Order food online

30%

22%

41%

36%

Check for directions

28%

31%

24%

26%

Search for restaurant
phone numbers

27%

27%

27%

27%

Make a restaurant
reservation

24%

28%

26%

15%

Check point balance/
benefits of a loyalty
program

21%

19%

19%

25%

Post a review regarding
your dining experience

13%

15%

11%

12%

Look up nutrition
information

11%

10%

15%

11%

Sample size

773

399

149

225

Source: Deloitte proprietary survey research, Deloitte analysis
Note: Multi-select question. Does not add to 100 percent. Above table only reflects those survey respondents who said that they
have downloaded at least one restaurant mobile app.
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A menu
for success

$
A menu for success

In the preceding pages, we set out to provide an honest overview of the state of
brand loyalty within the fast service and casual dining restaurant space. Some people
—especially those “naysayers” to whom we alluded at the outset of this report—
might conclude from our analysis that all that these restaurants’ customers want is a
commodity-like experience. After all, some of our findings might seem to support this
idea. Among them is the finding that customers say that is what most important to
them are the basics—price, taste, attitude, responsiveness, and so on. Our survey also
showed that many customers do not particularly value the newer aspects of the dining
experience, such as free Wi-Fi, electronic ordering devices, social media presence, among
others. Even loyalty programs—so venerated in other consumer sectors—do not seem to
create much of a splash in the restaurant space.
Those who draw such a harsh conclusion from our analysis may very well ask: In a
marketplace so crowded that only one-fifth of survey respondents spend more than half
of their restaurant budget at their most-frequented restaurants, is there any real hope
that brand X can differentiate itself?
Of course there is.

34

Define loyalty in a way that matters to you.

We join those who believe that the current state of
brand loyalty within the fast service and casual dining
restaurant space is far less dire than pessimists would
suggest. Our survey and focus group research found
that restaurants are generally hitting the mark on
those fundamental attributes that they have to get
right. Many of our focus group participants conveyed
their feeling that restaurants are responding to
changing tastes and preferences and are making
meaningful efforts to engage their best customers.
And our findings on loyalty program membership
and usage implies at least the potential for even
stronger customer engagement.
Despite very real challenges, fast service and casual
dining restaurants have made meaningful strides in
engaging their best customers and in offering them a
differentiated value proposition. But restaurants can
do much more. It is in that spirit that we offer this
“menu for success.”
In designing this menu, we focus on steps that
casual dining, fast casual, and QSR restaurants
may take to enhance genuine brand loyalty. Just as
not every item on a menu is equally appealing to
any given consumer, not all steps are equally
relevant or even desirable to all restaurant
stakeholders. But our analysis of the fast service
and casual dining segments—including our
discussions with restaurant consumer focus
groups—supports the notion that, as a general
matter, the following recommendations can serve
as meaningful guideposts on the journey to
enhanced brand loyalty.

Broadly speaking, customer loyalty is a quality that is defined in many ways. Any
restaurant that endeavors to enhance brand loyalty should do so in a way that makes
the most sense for the kind of restaurant it is and the kind of consumer it is trying to
attract—and then secure organization-wide understanding and agreement along those
lines. Customer loyalty that endures over time and is characterized by an emotional
bond with the brand is considered by some to be the most valuable and the most
difficult to build. This kind of loyalty is rooted in experience and involves a feeling of
such comfort and warmth that any alternative is simply unacceptable. Some believe that
Apple, for example, enjoys this type of loyalty. Customers identify with the brand. Those
who are loyal in this sense are the customers who are your brand ambassadors and
who will evangelize your name.
For some restaurants—particularly in the fast casual space—it is this kind of loyalty that
is the most relevant. Perhaps it is not surprising that, according to our analysis, the fast
casual cohort member is more willing to serve as a brand ambassador for his or her
favored restaurant than respondents overall (51 percent vs. 42 percent) and is more likely
to recommend that restaurant to family and friends than respondents overall (79 percent
vs. 73 percent).42 Quite simply, some kinds of restaurants offer experiences that naturally
align with emotional loyalty—while others do not, at least not as easily.
Another kind of customer loyalty is rooted in behavior or transaction. This type of loyalty
encourages repeat purchases but does not necessarily entail an emotional bond. In large
part, transaction-based loyalty is engendered by factors such as special discounts and
more-convenient hours of operation and/or location. For some restaurants—particularly
in the QSR space—transaction-based loyalty is what should matter most.
The larger point is not that one type of loyalty is “better” than another in the abstract—
even if some people believe that. Rather, restaurants should understand what type
of loyalty makes the most sense for them to pursue and cultivate. All loyalty involves
customer engagement. Therefore, any given restaurant should perform with uniform
excellence those tasks that promote the kind of customer satisfaction that best
aligns with its service offerings—whether it is trying to develop an emotional bond
with its customers or a more transactional relationship. In order to achieve this selfunderstanding, a restaurant should know what it is trying to be—and what it isn’t.
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Exhibit 15. Restaurant customer preferences by restaurant format
Casual dining

Know your core group of customers

One of the most important observations
from our analysis and focus group
discussions is that some things matter
equally to everyone—but other things
matter more to some than to others.
Beyond the table-stake attributes that
matter to everyone—food safety, food
taste, order accuracy, and so on—we
observed a fair amount of differentiation in
what matters to customers. Service speed
matters more to the QSR customer than
those who favor the casual dining format.
Staff friendliness matters more to the casual
dining cohort member than to those who
favor the QSR format. Differences exist in
other areas as well, such as what customers
want in a loyalty program and how they
want to be engaged by restaurants, among
other things. The point is that restaurants
win when they understand what their core
customers want and what they don’t.
Exhibit 15 provides an overview of the
differences we found among cohorts
grouped by restaurant format.

Fast casual

QSR

Most important
restaurant
attributes
(nominal ranking)

• Food taste
• Food safety
• Order accuracy

• Food taste
• Order accuracy
• Food safety

• Food taste
• Order accuracy
• Price

Most important
restaurant
attributes
(relative ranking)

• Availability of alcoholic
beverages
• Ambience/décor
• Nutritious food

• Availability of take out
• Availability of drive-thru
• Availability of free Wi-Fi

• Availability of drive-thru
• Availability of take out
• In-restaurant
technology

Most important
restaurant attribute
improvement
opportunities

• Nutritious food
• Food safety
• Wait time

• Price
• Availability of
drive-thru
• Wait time

• Price
• Food safety
• Order accuracy

Most important
restaurant revisit
factors

• Food taste
• Prior experience
• Menu variety

• Food taste
• Prior experience
• Location

• Food taste
• Location
• Value for money

Most important
loyalty program
attributes

• Rewards with freebies
like appetizers
• Special offers for
birthdays and other
personal events
• Usability across
multiple restaurants of
the same chain

• Rewards with freebies
like appetizers
• Special offers for
birthdays and other
personal events
• Rewards with points

• Rewards with freebies
like appetizers
• Special offers for
birthdays and other
personal events
• Usability across
multiple restaurants of
the same chain

Most important
loyalty program
improvement
opportunities

• Cash back on money
spent at the restaurant
• Pushes coupons to my
smart phone whenever
I visit their restaurant
• Can be used across
multiple restaurants of
the same chain

• Cash back on money
spent at the restaurant
• Exception from waiting
in line during busy
hours
• Provides opportunity
to earn rewards
through partners

• Cash back on money
spent at the restaurant
• Provide opportunities
to use points to spend
at partners
• Exception from
waiting in line during
busy hours

Key takeaways

• Emphasizes food
taste and safety and
order accuracy
• Bases decision to
revisit restaurant on
prior experience and
also looks for variety
in menu
• Appreciates personal
touch in services
offered

• Prefers to get a bit of
both worlds—casual
dining and quick
service experience
• Emphasizes food taste,
safety and order
accuracy
• Values prior experience

• Practical in terms of
price, food taste and
safety
• Prefers relationship
that is transactional
and
• Appreciates
convenience and
service speed

Sample size

2,069

537

1,487

Source: Deloitte proprietary survey research, Deloitte analysis
Note: Each cohort is defined by respondents’ most-frequented restaurant format: Casual Dining, Fast Casual, and QSR.
Most Important Restaurant Attributes (Relative Ranking) are restaurant attributes that our analysis identifies as particularly important to each
cohort relative to all customers. They are based on the ratio of an attribute’s importance within a cohort to its importance to the overall survey
population. An attribute’s importance is, itself, based on an average score on a scale of 1 (lowest) to 5 (highest). The higher the ratio, the higher
the relative importance that members of the cohort place on the attribute.

36

Celebrate what makes
each community special

After you know your core customers as a group,
connect with them as individuals
In this report, we focus our analysis on the basis of group
preference and attitude. Such an approach can provide useful
insights, but even that level of understanding cannot fully capture
what drives customers on an individual basis. Group charactistics,
however important, estimate individual behavior. What a person
actually does defines individual behavior. Or, as one focus group
member said, “I expect restaurants to know my preferences.”
As mentioned earlier, our survey says that customers generally
do not want to get into a dialogue with restaurants about their
dining experiences and preferences. Or, if they do, they want
to do it on their own terms. They will reveal what they want to
reveal. But loyalty programs, mobile platforms, and customer
outreach—among other approaches—afford restaurants an
unintrusive means for understanding and connecting with each
customer in ways that matter to them individually. Additionally,
with each transaction, restaurants gain even more insight into
what a particular customer’s preferences look like. A favorite
dessert or side order. A special kind of coffee. The birthdays
of the customer’s children. In an industry where the sense of
sameness is an enduring challenge, a small gesture such as a
free beverage or dessert as a birthday or anniversary present
can help distinguish a brand—even more so if that beverage or
dessert is what the customer orders all year round. It doesn’t
even have be the customer’s birthday or anniversary, or benefit
just a certain class of customer. These gestures may not rise to
the level of what we have called the table-stake attributes of a
successful restaurant enterprise, but in their own way, they may
make your customers feel more engaged. A member of our
focus groups put it best: “On my birthday, if I get something
special, I like that. They send an e-mail saying, ‘It’s your birthday
and we have a special treat for you’ ... It makes you feel good.”

Each restaurant format cohort is unique. Each age cohort is unique.
Each individual is unique. And each community is unique. No matter
how large the corporate structure and standardized the franchise
requirement, each restaurant is part of the community within which
it is located. No two communities—or even neighborhoods—are
the same. Each is characterized by a unique blend of cultural, civic,
educational, and other attributes. And each of those attributes
provides a wonderful opportunity to connect locally. Franchisees,
for example, should have the freedom to adjust, even modestly,
a highly rigid menu offering to acknowledge a predominent local
cultural influence. They should be able to celebrate, in some small
way, a civic event or the local high school football team.
In a large restaurant’s corporate structure, process and menu are
often determined at an altitude of 50,000 feet—with little regard
paid to what makes a location unique. Imagine the goodwill
that would follow and the difference it could make—even
marginally—if it were otherwise.

Use social media in
ways that make sense
The rapid adoption of social media platforms—especially among
younger customers in or about to enter their prime earning years—
requires that restaurants follow an effective social media strategy.
As we stated earlier, only 25 percent of our survey respondents
identified social media as a preferred engagement channel. Because
of this, the restaurant that uses social media platforms primarily as
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a feedback medium is not using social media optimally. It is more
effective to use social media for a balance of reasons that drive
brand awareness—promotions, information, testimonials, and
customer dialogue. Social media can serve as an important tool
to advance a restaurant’s value proposition and drive foot traffic.
But it is only a means, not an end.

If you build it, they will come.
And you should build it.

People can’t join what they don’t know about.
Tell them about it!

As mentioned, loyalty programs have not made the kind of
headway within the restaurant sector that they have in other
sectors, such as airlines and hotels. There are many theoretical
reasons for this lagging degree of enthusiasm. Our own
survey strongly suggests that loyalty programs do not rank
as a priority among restaurant customers—either in terms
of what customers generally want in a restaurant or what
drives repeat patronage. Indeed, nearly half (49.6 percent) of
our survey respondents say that they do not belong to any
restaurant loyalty program.
However, our analysis also uncovered two overwhelming
reasons that any given individual does not belong to any
loyalty program. The first reason—cited by 43 percent of
respondents—is that the restaurants they visit do not offer
such programs. The second reason—cited by 48 percent of
respondents—is that customers have no information about
such programs. Less than one-fifth of our survey respondents
said that they saw little value in such programs. In other
words, while our survey results strongly imply that loyalty
programs may not drive restaurant consumer behavior, they
also indicate that consumers are not necessarily averse to
such programs. This is actually good news for restaurants.
Still, restaurants have to do a better job of promoting such
programs if they offer them.
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Our survey found that only slightly more than half of respondents
(50.4 percent) belong to at least one restaurant loyalty program.
These are restaurant consumers who have shown openness to
the loyalty program concept. However, only a bit more than
one-quarter of this group (26 percent) say that their most-visited
restaurants even offer a loyalty programs. Put differently, nearly
three-quarters of those who belong to at least one loyalty
program do not belong to their most-frequented restaurant’s
program, either because these restaurants do not offer such
programs or because the customer is not sure they exist.
But here’s some good news: We also found that the
overwhelming majority (71 percent) of the 26 percent who said
that their most-visited restaurant offered a loyalty program both
joined that loyalty program and used it more than any other
loyalty program.43 What such a high conversion rate means
is if you will build it, they will come.44 Even more promisingly,
our survey results suggest that a restaurant’s best customers
who belong to and actively use its program are more satisfied
with the restaurant than those who do not. We also found
that they are more apt to evangelize the brand to their friends
and family. And membership in and usage of a loyalty program
offers an additional benefit that is as important as any other—a
way to track the behaviors of all of the customers who use it,
whether or not they are a restaurant’s best customers. Loyalty
membership databases are overflowing with information about
customer demographics, purchase behaviors, and profitability,
and such information can help restaurants shape individualized
product offerings and heighten customer engagement.

Again, we are speaking of those core customers who already
belong to at least one competitor’s program. They have
shown openness to the loyalty program concept. But they
can’t belong to yours if you don’t have a program—or, if
you do, if they’re not even sure it exists. But if you start a
program and tell these core customers who are at least open
to the loyalty program concept about your program, our
survey results strongly suggest that they will join and use it in
overwhelming numbers. And the benefits should follow.

A loyalty program is the seasoning, not the meal.
But seasoning is important too.

A basic truism: Even a first-rate loyalty program offering may
never compensate for a product offering that fails to represent
a compelling value proposition—the table-stake and other
attributes that helped make your best customers loyal to you in
the first place. A loyalty program, in itself, may not keep your
best customers loyal if somebody else offers a better overall
value proposition. Our survey results support these assertions
in any number of ways. But if you do get the basic things
right and offer an otherwise compelling value proposition, our
survey and focus group research, again, suggests some very
good news: Your best customers who like loyalty programs
and belong to your competitors’ loyalty programs may
overwhelmingly join and actively participate in yours if you
offer such a program and promote it. Also, the same survey
and focus group research suggests even better news: Loyalty
program membership and participation make already loyal
customers even more satisfied advocates of your brand.

It may very well be the case that, generally speaking, the
restaurant loyalty program—no matter how well designed and
tailored to each customer’s individual preferences—will never
generate the kind of excitement and following that loyalty
programs in other sectors seem to inspire. A restaurant can only
offer what it can afford and, in contrast to a free plane ticket or
a stay at a luxury hotel, a free cup of coffee may not seem like
a big deal. There very well may be a ceiling on what even the
best restaurant loyalty program can ever hope to achieve.
But where there is challenge, there is opportunity. Even if
such a ceiling exists—and we are not saying that it does—the
current state of loyalty program development within the
restaurant sector is nowhere near close to hitting it. Quite
to the contrary, restaurant loyalty programs—and all of the
infrastructure that supports them—are still in a relatively
nascent stage of development. This affords restaurants a great
deal of latitude in developing programs that work for them
and in offering a differentiated reward scheme that is at once
creative and personally meaningful for the customer. Indeed,
our focus group participants offered several such suggestions
that would make restaurant loyalty programs more relevant
for them—customized rewards, one program for all brands
under the corporate umbrella, and other suggestions.
A high conversion and usage rate. Enhanced brand
advocacy among a restaurant’s best customers who believe
in the loyalty program concept. The lattitude to develop
a differentiated reward scheme. Add to the mix all of the
customer tracking data that loyalty programs offer. These
benefits, together, may serve as a sufficient basis to justify
the expense of offering and developing such programs.
Should the loyalty program more generally take on greater
importance in what people want in a restaurant experience
and what keeps them coming back—and achieve the kind of
profile and buzz that so much characterize other consumer
sectors’ loyalty program offerings—then the decision for
restaurants to offer such programs becomes obvious.
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Some final thoughts

What we have endeavored to show in this report is an
overview of the current state of brand loyalty within
the fast service and casual dining restaurant space. But
what about the future? Nobody really knows what the
future holds. Surely, the basics will always matter—the
customer’s sense that what he or she receives is genuine
value for money. And although a compelling value
proposition never goes out of style, we would expect
the exact ingredients of a compelling value proposition
—beyond the basics—to evolve as Millennials enter their
prime earning years.
Time and again, restaurants in the fast service and
casual dining space have shown a remarkable ability to
adapt to changing customer expectations in a market
and regulatory environment that is less than ideal. And
no matter what challenges the future may present,
restaurants will always find a way to adapt, just as they
have before.
Indeed, fast service and casual dining restaurants will
more than adapt. They will proactively seek out the
customers as true partners in the pursuit of genuine
consumer loyalty and engage them in ways to which they
will respond. Without that partnership, genuine consumer
loyalty is an abstraction. With that partnership, anything
is possible.
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Case studies

Case Study 1:
Starbucks loyalty program—an industry standard

Case Study 2:
A Belly full of rewards

Starbucks has taken its brand to a new level through its integrated
loyalty program. Regarded by some as one of the best loyalty
programs in the restaurant industry, Starbucks’ loyalty program
centers its program and rewards around the consumer.
In early 2011, Starbucks became the first national retailer to integrate
its mobile payments technology with its loyalty program. Marrying
rewards and payments not only builds loyalty, but also provides
Starbucks with access to customer purchase data: who is buying
what and when and where they are buying it. Customers in the
United States use the mobile app to complete more than four million
transactions per week.45
According to Starbucks Chief Digital Officer Adam Brotman:
“Our program is more of a customer engagement mechanism
for us—both for existing and new customers. The app is at the
heart of everything we do, and all our other [digital] programs are
interconnected.”46
In 2013, Starbucks announced that customers could earn rewards
for purchases made through grocery channels—an industry first.47
The program’s flexibility, accessibility, and ease of tracking and
redeeming points are proving successful for Starbucks.
With nearly seven million members enrolled in My Starbucks
Rewards™ by late 2013, Starbucks is a leader in designing loyalty
programs that connect with the customer throughout the buying
life cycle.
Sources: Company reports, news articles.

Belly launched in 2011 as a digital loyalty program enabling
retailers, including restaurants, to connect with their consumers.
Belly is one among several companies that are leading the
trend for an integrated digital approach to loyalty and in-store
technology—and many restaurants are taking notice.48
Belly—and other similar companies, including Front Flip and
Level Up—offer digitally based, card-free programs that allow
a customer to track points at numerous restaurants, find
businesses that offer the third-party programs, and even play
games. For customers, integration of numerous loyalty programs
on a mobile platform affords them the best of both worlds: all of
the advantages of a mobile platform and all of the convenience
of a multi-program approach. These programs are especially
attractive to smaller restaurant chains that may not have the
manpower or budget to create proprietary loyalty programs.
Belly also conducts email marketing campaigns and integrates
social media platforms to create a comprehensive marketing
plan. At the highest level of membership, companies can gain
access to detailed analytics reports so they can better understand
their customers’ behaviors, preferences, and demographics. This
allows these companies to design a more personalized customer
experience that may, in turn, encourage loyalty by individuals
who are drawn to both the benefit of rewards and a dining
experience that caters to their tastes.
In today’s world, consumers have an abundance of dining
choices. With so many tech-savvy diners, restaurants are looking
to new platforms to engage with their guests and keep them
coming back in a way that fits their budgets. What Belly and
similar companies offer helps fulfill those needs and may drive
the trend in customer engagement technologies going forward.
Sources: Company reports, news articles.
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Case Study 3:
Spotlight on Subway
We all have fond memories of the feeling of accomplishment when we collected that eighth stamp, “Good for
a free sub!,” with a completed Subway “Sub Club” booklet. “We earned it, good for us!” Marketers have been
tapping into these feelings for years to develop our loyalty, with the aim of increasing both our visit frequency and
our lifetime customer value. We now even have nostalgic memories of these experiences—a testament to just
how powerful they were as a tool of brand engagement.
However, as time has marched on, so have restaurants’ techniques for gaining our loyalty.
Launched in the 1980s, the successful “Sub Club” loyalty program had to change with the times. Eventually,
Subway transitioned to the “My Subway Card” with a magnetic strip, which had the benefit of storing customer
data in a central place. However, the benefits of this move were limited, as restaurateurs had inadequate tools
to mine their stored customer data. For their part, consumers did not see the program as simpler to use, and the
abstraction of the card medium was much less satisfying than the original stamp program.
As part of a broader trend toward further loyalty program innovation, Subway and its franchisees have recognized
the appeal of mobile platforms by introducing digital (mobile) payments and ordering through a mobile app. To
that end, Subway recently announced plans to offer an app with digital wallet and ordering capabilities that may
once again serve to evolve its loyalty card program.
Although the tangible gamification of the original “Sub Club” stamp collecting was lost when the medium
switched to a card, recent advancements in mobile gaming have set the stage to bring gamification to an entirely
new level with integrated mobile applications.
As illustrated by Subway, changes in technology drive the medium of loyalty program delivery, but many of the
principles of a good loyalty program that transcend the technology remain: simplicity, ease of use, engagement,
and transparency.
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Appendix I: Restaurant attribute importance/satisfaction by cohort
Casual dining
Rank
Attribute

Fast casual

Importance
(I)

Satisfaction
(S)

Attribute

QSR

I

S

Attribute

I

S

1

Food taste

4.75

4.52

Food taste

4.65

4.56

Food taste

4.62

4.34

2

Food safety

4.45

4.44

Order accuracy

4.43

4.60

Order accuracy

4.43

4.22

3

Order accuracy

4.36

4.47

Food safety

4.43

4.48

Price

4.41

4.20

4

Responsiveness of staff

4.34

4.40

Location

4.34

4.52

Food safety

4.38

4.23

5

Friendliness of staff

4.31

4.46

Price

4.33

4.05

Location

4.26

4.41

6

Menu variety

4.26

4.41

Wait time

4.12

4.23

Service speed

4.15

4.22

7

Price

4.21

4.26

Service speed

4.10

4.36

Wait time

4.15

4.15

8

Reputation

4.18

4.40

Responsiveness of staff

4.09

4.40

Menu variety

4.13

4.20

9

Location

4.16

4.33

Menu variety

4.01

4.23

Responsiveness of staff

4.11

4.11

10

Food quantity

4.10

4.47

Food quantity

3.99

4.38

Food quantity

4.09

4.19

11

Wait time

4.07

4.17

Reputation

3.99

4.52

Friendliness of staff

4.06

4.10

12

Service speed

3.92

4.29

Friendliness of staff

3.90

4.34

Reputation

4.03

4.22

13

Nutritious food

3.85

4.02

Nutritious food

3.68

4.20

Ease of parking

3.64

4.16

14

Ease of parking

3.68

4.28

Availability of take-out

3.68

4.61

Availability of take-out

3.61

4.50

15

Ambience/décor

3.60

4.12

Ease of parking

3.61

4.06

Nutritious food

3.48

3.55

16

Customized meals that meet
my dietary restrictions/taste
preferences

3.03

3.95

Customized meals that meet
my dietary restrictions/taste
preferences

3.15

4.25

3.42

4.39

17

Payment options

2.96

4.39

Payment options

3.12

4.51

3.15

4.34

18

Availability of alcoholic
beverages

2.81

4.09

3.09

3.47

3.07

3.73

2.71

3.49

2.99

3.99

Customized meals that meet
my dietary restrictions/taste
preferences

2.98

3.65

19

Loyalty program

Availability of drive-thru

Ambience/Décor

Availability of drive-thru

Payment options
Ambience/Décor

20

Availability of take-out

2.48

4.06

Loyalty program

2.62

3.53

Loyalty program

2.62

2.97

21

Availability of free Wi-Fi

2.03

3.27

Availability of free Wi-Fi

2.27

3.68

Availability of free Wi-Fi

2.16

3.54

1.97

3.20

In-restaurant technologies (e.g.,
electronic ordering devices)

2.03

3.54

In-restaurant technologies
(e.g., electronic ordering
devices)

2.07

3.39

1.94

3.41

1.95

3.41

Availability of alcoholic
beverages

1.86

3.04

22

23

Availability of drive-thru

In-restaurant technologies (e.g.,
electronic ordering devices)

Availability of alcoholic
beverages

Source: Deloitte proprietary survey research, Deloitte analysis
Note: Individual attribute scores are averages based on scale from 1 (lowest) to 5 (highest). I=importance. S=satisfaction
Each cohort defined by respondents’ most-frequented restaurant format: Casual dining, fast casual, and QSR
N=2,069 (casual dining), 537 (fast casual), and 1,487 (QSR).
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Appendix II: Restaurant loyalty program importance/satisfaction by cohort
Casual dining
Rank
Attribute

Fast casual

Importance
(I)

Satisfaction
(S)

Attribute

QSR

I

S

Attribute

I

S

1

Rewards with freebies like
free appetizers, buy one get
one, etc.

4.26

4.15

Rewards with freebies like
free appetizers, buy one get
one, etc.

4.36

4.05

Rewards with freebies like
free appetizers, buy one get
one, etc.

4.35

4.01

2

Special offers for birthday’s and
other personal events

4.13

4.09

Special offers for birthday’s
and other personal events

4.20

4.18

Special offers for birthday’s and
other personal events

4.16

3.98

3

Can be used across multiple
restaurants of the same chain

4.10

3.93

4.06

4.02

Can be used across multiple
restaurants of the same chain

4.08

3.82

3.98

4.02

Can be used across multiple
restaurants of the same chain

4.06

4.00

4.05

3.88

4

Rewards with points

Rewards with points

Rewards with points

5

Cash back on money spent at
the restaurant

3.84

3.40

Provides option to enroll and
track points online

3.77

4.02

Cash back on money spent at
the restaurant

3.84

3.12

6

Provides option to enroll and
track points online

3.69

3.91

Cash back on money spent at
the restaurant

3.75

3.07

Provides option to enroll and
track points online

3.76

3.81

7

Exception from waiting in line
during busy hours

3.69

3.34

3.55

3.59

3.59

3.36

3.64

3.65

3.50

3.64

Provide opportunities to use
points to spend at partners
(grocery retail, movies, etc.)

3.52

3.00

3.51

3.60

Exception from waiting in line
during busy hours

3.49

2.84

Exception from waiting in line
during busy hours

3.50

3.01

3.48

3.68

Pushes coupons to my
smart phone whenever I
visit their restaurant

3.40

3.26

3.43

3.49

3.47

3.27

Provide opportunities to use
points to spend at partners
(grocery retail, movies, etc.)

3.37

2.85

Provides opportunity to earn
rewards through partners (e.g.,
credit cards)

3.38

3.13

3.45

3.31

Provides opportunity to earn
rewards through partners
(e.g., credit cards)

3.23

3.37

Pushes coupons to my smart
phone whenever I visit their
restaurant

3.31

3.21

3.44

3.20

3.20

3.27

3.30

3.34

3.26

3.37

3.20

3.00

3.23

3.26

3.10

3.43

3.12

2.86

3.23

3.08

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

Ease of earning VIP status

Personalized service when
dining
Provides status levels linked to
dollars spent

Provides opportunity to earn
rewards through partners (e.g.,
credit cards)
Guaranteed table

Provide opportunities to use
points to spend at partners
(grocery retail, movies, etc.)
Pushes coupons to my smart
phone whenever I visit their
restaurant

Provides opportunity to earn
rewards via participation in
contests and point of purchase
games

Ease of earning VIP status

Provides status levels linked to
dollars spent

Personalized service when
dining

Provides opportunity to earn
rewards via participation
in contests and point of
purchase games
Guaranteed table

Ease of earning VIP status

Provides status levels linked
to dollars spent

Personalized service when
dining

Provides opportunity to earn
rewards via participation
in contests and point of
purchase games
Guaranteed table

Source: Deloitte proprietary survey research, Deloitte analysis
Note: Individual attribute scores are averages based on scale from 1 (lowest) to 5 (highest). I=importance. S=satisfaction
Each cohort defined by respondents’ most-frequented restaurant format: Casual dining, fast casual, and QSR. Above table based on those respondents who said that they belong to at least one restaurant loyalty program
N=1,034 (casual dining), 323 (fast casual), and 707 (QSR).
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Appendix III. Customer demographics by restaurant format preference
Casual dining

Fast casual

QSR

• Millennials: 21.1%

• Millennials: 39.1%

• Millennials: 30.8%

• Gen X: 23.4%

• Gen X: 29.1%

• Gen X: 29.9%

• Baby Boomers: 42.0%

• Baby Boomers: 26.4%

• Baby Boomers: 33.5%

• Seniors: 13.5%

• Seniors: 5.4%

• Seniors: 5.8%

• Less than $50K: 35.3%

• Less than $50K: 40.0%

• Less than $50K: 54.5%

• $50k-$100K: 36.5%

• $50k-$100K: 35.8%

• $50k-$100K: 30.6%

• Greater than $100K: 28.1%

• Greater than $100K: 24.2%

• Greater than $100K: 14.9%

• Male: 52.7%

• Male: 47.9%

Male: 53.1%

• Female: 47.3%

• Female: 52.1%

Female: 46.9%

• 75% or more business: 3.8%

• 75% or more business: 3.0%

75% or more business: 3.2%

• 50%-50%: 6.6%

• 50%-50%: 4.7%

50%-50%: 5.2%

• 75% or more personal: 89.6%

• 75% or more personal: 92.4%

75% or more personal: 91.6%

Average $ spent per person
per visit within preferred
format

$19.15

$8.15

$7.94

Average share of wallet
(%)at most frequented
restaurant (30-day period)

27.9%

32.8%

33.4%

% belonging to 1 or more
restaurant loyalty program
(across all restaurant
formats)

50.0%

60.2%

47.5%

• Food taste

• Food taste

• Food taste

• Food safety

• Order accuracy

• Order accuracy

• Order accuracy

• Food safety

• Price

• Availability of alcoholic beverages

• Availability of take out

• Availability of drive-thru

• Ambience/décor

• Availability of drive-thru

• Availability of take out

• Nutritious food

• Free Wi-Fi

• In-restaurant technologies

• Nutritious food

• Price,

• Price

• Food safety

• Availability of drive-thru

• Food safety

• Wait time

• Wait time

• Order

Age

Income

Gender

Purpose of visit

Most important restaurant
attributes (nominal ranking)

Most important restaurant
attributes (relative ranking)

Most important restaurant
attribute improvement
opportunities

• Accuracy
Most important restaurant
revisit factors (nominal
ranking)

• Food taste

• Food taste

• Food taste

• Prior experience

• Prior experience

• Location

• Menu variety

• Location

• Value for money

Most important loyalty
program attributes

• Rewards with freebies like appetizers

• Rewards with freebies like Appetizers

• Rewards with freebies like appetizers

• Special offers for birthdays and other
personal events

• Special offers for birthdays and other
personal events

• Special offers for birthdays and other
personal events

• Usability across multiple restaurants of the
same chain

• Rewards with points

• Usability across multiple restaurants of the
same chain

• Cash back on money spent at the restaurant

• Cash back on money spent at the restaurant

• Cash back on money spent at the restaurant

• Pushes coupons to my smart phone
whenever I visit their restaurant

• Exception from waiting in line during busy
hours

• Provide opportunities to use points to spend
at partners

• Can be used across multiple restaurants of
the same chain

• Provides opportunity to earn rewards through
partners

• Exception from waiting in line during busy
hours

• Emphasizes food taste and safety and order
accuracy

• Prefers to get a bit of both worlds—casual
dining and quick service experience

• Practical in terms of price, food taste and
safety

• Bases decision to revisit restaurant on prior
experience and also looks for variety in menu

• Emphasizes food taste, safety and order
accuracy

• Prefers relationship that is transactional and
appreciates convenience

• Appreciates personal touch in services offered

• Values prior experience

2,069

537

Most important loyalty
program improvement
opportunities

Key takeaways

Sample size

1,487

Source: Deloitte proprietary survey research; Deloitte analysis
Note: Each cohort defined by respondents’ most-frequented restaurant format: Casual dining, fast casual, and QSR
Most important restaurant attributes (relative importance) are restaurant attributes that our analysis identifies as particularly important to each cohort relative to all customers. They are based
on the ratio of an attribute’s importance within a cohort to its importance to the overall survey population. An attribute’s importance is, itself, based on an average score on a scale of 1 (lowest) to
5 (highest). The higher the ratio, the higher the relative importance that members of the cohort place on the attribute.
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Endnotes

1.

In this report, fast service restaurants refer to quick service (QSR) and fast casual restaurants. Our analysis treats these two components of the
larger fast service group as distinct segments.

2.

From this point onward, where we refer to “restaurants” without any qualifying terms as to restaurant type, we are referring to those fast
service (fast casual and QSR) and casual dining restaurants that form the basis of this report. Also, we interchangeably use terms such as “most
frequented,” “preferred,” “favored,” etc., in describing the self-identified restaurant that a respondent or group of respondents visits more
often than any other fast service or casual dining restaurant.

3.

Where we use such terms as “core”, “most-frequent”, “best”, or similar terms in describing a restaurant’s customers, we are referring to those
customers who visit that restaurant most often.

4.

In our survey, we asked each respondent to identify his or her single most-frequented restaurant. We assign a format classification to each
respondent on the basis of the format of that single most-frequented restaurant (casual dining, fast casual, or QSR) and, unless otherwise
noted, group overall survey results accordingly throughout the report. Any given respondent may only be a member of one of these cohorts.
Throughout this report, we assume that the format of a respondent’s most-frequented restaurant is also that respondent’s most-frequented
format, generally. We provide additional context throughout this report as appropriate.

5.

According to our survey, the average per-person expenditure at a casual dining restaurant is $19.15, compared to $8.15 (fast casual) and $7.94
(QSR). For each of these restaurant formats, the expenditure level is based on spending only by those who claim to patronize that format more
than the other two formats.

6.

According to our survey research, 34.6 percent of those who prefer the casual dining format visit restaurants of that format at least twice per
week. Such compares to 52.3 percent of those who prefer the fast casual format who visit a fast casual restaurant at least twice per week and
the 54.4 percent of those who prefer the QSR format who visit a QSR restaurant at least twice per week.

7.

National Restaurant Association, 2014 Restaurant Industry Forecast, Executive Summary, www.restaurant.org/Downloads/PDFs/
News-Research/research/2014Forecast-ExecSummary.pdf, accessed February 28, 2014.

8.

Tom Karst, National Restaurant Association, “Restaurant trends embrace fresh, local,” June 19, 2013, www.thepacker.com/fruit-vegetablenews/foodservice/Restaurant-trends-embrace-fresh-local-212219871.html, accessed February 28, 2014.

9.

Technomic, “New Technomic report says fast-casual industry shows no signs of slowing down,” July 18, 2013, www.technomic.com/
Pressroom/Releases/dynRelease_Detail.php?rUID=240, accessed February 28, 2014.

10. See page 10 for a chart that shows how annual growth in fast casual segment revenues has substantially exceeded that of the casual dining
and QSR segments.
11. It is noteworthy that a higher-than-average share of respondents chose “N/A” in assessing attitudinal statements related to loyalty programs,
itself a sign of the relatively limited role that such programs have played within the restaurant sector thus far. We will examine that role – and
the impact of loyalty programs on the cultivation of brand affinity – later in this report.
12. Merriam-Webster, www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/loyal, accessed February 28, 2014.
13. Curiously, respondents ranked “payment options” third in terms of satisfaction but only sixteenth in terms of importance.
14. The correlation coefficients of the rankings of restaurant attribute importance and satisfaction for the casual dining, fast casual, and QSR
cohorts are 0.88, 0.68, and 0.59, respectively.
15. A fundamental premise of this point – and of this report, generally – is that the format of a restaurant that an individual frequents most often is
also his or her overall preferred restaurant format, generally. In other words, part of the reason that an individual visits a restaurant within a
specific format most frequently is simply that it is a member of that format and offers the things that people want from that format group. For
example, presumably, few people who most often patronize a QSR restaurant actually prefer the fast causal or casual dining format. Of course,
another part of the reason that an individual visits a restaurant most frequently is due to the characteristics of that particular restaurant,
irrespective of format.
16. Nutritious food ranked as the sixth and eighth most important attribute focus areas for the QSR and fast casual cohorts, respectively.
17. One reason that the QSR cohort places such emphasis on price is that those who prefer this format have lower household incomes than overall
respondents; about 54 percent of QSR respondents have household incomes below $50,000, compared to 43 percent of overall respondents.
Another reason price is so important to QSR respondents is perhaps due to the especially commoditized nature of the QSR offering, which
promotes price differentiation.
18. A number of the factors in exhibit 6 are the same as attributes identified in exhibit 3. However, we call the elements of exhibit 6 “factors” since
they go beyond what we would characterize as restaurant “attributes.” For example, “out of habit” is a factor in what drives revisits, not a
restaurant attribute.
19. To the extent that their most-frequented restaurants even offer loyalty programs.
20. For example, see “Rising above the Clouds: Charting a course for renewed airline consumer loyalty,” Deloitte, August 2013. See also
“A Restoration in Hotel Loyalty: Developing a Blueprint for Reinventing Loyalty Programs,” Deloitte, January 2013.
21. “Loyalty reaps reward,” September 2012, The National Culinary Review, p. 3. According to this source, the National Restaurant Association
reports that 36 percent of casual dining, 35 percent of fast casual, and only 21 percent of QSR restaurants offer loyalty programs.
22. “Rising above the Clouds: Charting a course for renewed airline consumer loyalty,” Deloitte, August 2013. See also “A Restoration in Hotel
Loyalty: Developing a Blueprint for Reinventing Loyalty Programs,” Deloitte, January 2013.
23. It is important to emphasize that the data in exhibit 8 reflect all restaurants that the respondents visit, not simply their most-frequented restaurants.
24. It is on this basis that we will be focusing the majority of the loyalty program analysis that follows, i.e., those who belong to at least one
restaurant loyalty program.
25. “Rising above the Clouds: Charting a course for renewed airline consumer loyalty,” Deloitte, August 2013. See also “A Restoration in Hotel
Loyalty: Developing a Blueprint for Reinventing Loyalty Programs,” Deloitte, January 2013.
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26. The rankings in exhibit 9 reflect those survey respondents who said that they belong to at least one restaurant loyalty program. We also asked
those survey respondents who said that they did not belong to any program to rank the importance of the attributes in exhibit 9, assuming
they were to join such a program. What we found is that the top five most important attributes in exhibit 9 are also the top five most important
attributes among those who said that they did not belong to any program, albeit in a different order. Indeed, the correlation coefficient of the
two sets of rankings is 0.93, which underscores the commonality of what people want in restaurant loyalty programs.
27. Interestingly, a substantially larger percentage, 39.1 percent, said that they would be willing to switch to a competing brand to take advantage
of short-term promotions. This suggests that price has a more profound impact on brand switching behavior than loyalty programs, a point
that we will discuss again when we examine loyalty program effectiveness in greater detail.
28. In the survey, respondents had the opportunity to respond “N/A” if they felt that these two statements did not apply to them. The two data
points cited here – 24.9 percent and 63.1 percent – reflect the exclusion of those who answered “N/A” – making the point that loyalty
programs have little effect either in augmenting or diminishing core customer base all the more profound.
29. We acknowledge that there may be a discrepancy between what a respondent says about a particular restaurant and what is objectively true about
that restaurant. It is possible, for example, that a given respondent may say that a particular restaurant offers a loyalty program while another
respondent may say that the same restaurant does not. We believe that such discrepancies in our survey are well within acceptable limits.
30. Relatedly, see the discussion about the finding revealed in exhibit 8 that the most common reason respondents did not belong to any
restaurant loyalty program was that they did not have information about such programs.
31. Our experience with clients within the QSR segment suggests that there is growing interest in loyalty programs, despite the relative low current
participation rate.
32. Again, in evaluating the membership rates of customers’ most-frequented restaurants, we are only interested in those respondents who said
that they belong to at least one restaurant loyalty program.
33. And should the sequence in exhibit 12 not be sufficiently persuasive, we asked those who otherwise belong to at least one program – but not
the program of their favored restaurants – this question: If your most-frequented restaurant offered a loyalty program, would you be willing to
join? We found that some 86 percent said that they would join if it was free. Another 10 percent said that they would join and that they would
even be open to paying a one-time fee. Only 4 percent said that they would not join under any circumstances. Of course, exhibit 12 takes this
analysis a step further in saying that an overwhelming majority (82 percent) of those core customers who belong to their most-frequented
restaurants’ loyalty programs would use them more often than any others.
34. A Distant Joiner may not belong to the loyalty program of the restaurant that he or she visits most often because he or she simply chooses not
to or because such a program is not offered (or because he or she is not sure it is offered).
35. Such reasons may include a deliberate choice not to join, a lack of availability of such programs, or a lack of awareness of such programs. While
it would be interesting to do a granular analysis of the Non-Joiner cohort along these lines, such an analysis is beyond the scope of our report.
36. In a somewhat similar fashion, the Core User cohort also stood apart in that nearly three-quarters (73.3 percent) said that they would dine at
their favored restaurants the next time, some 15 percentage points ahead of the Core Joiner cohort. At one level, this is intuitive. After all, if
you use a loyalty program at a particular restaurant more than any other, the loyalty program naturally is a driver of sustained, repeat
patronage, if only to build status in that program. This is even more true if you already consider yourself a core customer of the program’s
affiliated restaurant.
37. It is interesting that both the Core Joiner and Core User place roughly the same level of importance on loyalty programs, even though the Core
Joiner merely belongs to the favored restaurant’s loyalty program and participates in it to some extent, but the Core User group belongs to and
uses it most often.
38. We separately look at the use of the mobile restaurant application channel on page 32.
39. To some extent, this lesser preference for social media as a channel of engagement may also help explain its relatively low ranking in terms of
what drives revisits to a favored restaurant (exhibit 6).
40. It is worth mentioning that the QSR cohort showed a somewhat greater preference for the mass media platform than the other two cohorts
– 56 percent vs. 47 percent for both the fast casual and casual dining cohorts. While not an especially significant difference, it may reflect a
greater acclimation to the use of the mass media platform by QSR restaurants compared with the other two cohorts.
41. See Appendix III.
42. The percentages are based on results shown in exhibit 2.
43. We base this calculation of 71 percent on our findings that, of those who belong to at least one loyalty program, 87 percent say they belong to
the program of their most-frequented restaurants, provided they offer such programs. 82 percent of this 87 percent say that they use such
programs more than any others. Put differently, 87 percent x 82 percent is 71 percent.
44. In our survey, we did not examine the impact that a restaurant’s offering a loyalty program would have on a core customer who does not
belong to any programs at all. Given our earlier discussion that people who belong to no programs are largely driven by factors other than an
aversion to such programs, we have no reason to think that the conversion rate among these core customers would not be significant as well.
45. Starbucks Corporation, Fiscal 2013 Annual report.
46. David Strom, Restaurant Technology, “Solo loyalty programs: Showing the customer your brand alone,” http://restauranttechnologymagazine.
com/article/solo-loyalty-programs-showing-the-customer-your-brand-alone/, accessed March 6, 2014.
47. Starbucks Corporation, “Starbucks Introduces Innovative Cross-Channel, Multi-Brand Loyalty Program and Announces Global Social Impact
Initiatives at Annual Meeting of Shareholders,” March 20, 2013, http://investor.starbucks.com/mobile.view?c=99518&v=203&d=1&
id=1798475, accessed February 28, 2014.
48. Belly Inc., About Us, https://www.bellycard.com/about/belly, accessed February 28, 2014.
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