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e all love our families, our friends, our pets and, come on admit it, our
favorite restaurants. I’ve been accused of using the word “love” — often
with an added and involuntary high-pitched tone — a bit too much
when it comes to restaurants. But I stand by it every time. Just like many consumers out there, I absolutely love certain restaurants. I love Portillo’s. I love
Houston’s. I love Brushstroke. I really love L’Atelier de Joël Robuchon.
Our annual Consumer Picks survey measures the love customers have
for restaurant brands. We break it down to quantifiable items, of course —
ratings of atmosphere, menu variety, service, value or likely to recommend,
among others — but it all comes down to love. The restaurant brands that
win, and keep customers, build an emotional connection with their guests.
The food has to be good, the restaurant has to be clean and the service has to
be sufficient, but the feelings customers get when eating out at their favorite
restaurants are based on sentiment, not statistics.
Ruth’s Chris Steak House is, for the fifth year running, one of the top restaurant brands loved by consumers. With an Overall Score of 80.4 percent, respondents in the Consumer Picks survey said Ruth’s Chris is tops in food quality, service and reputation. But Mike O’Donnell, Ruth’s Chris president and CEO,
knows it’s about a lot more than that:
“We don’t sell steaks … we serve memories on 500-degree sizzling plates,” he said.
That story, that feeling — yes, that love — is what consumers are craving today. It doesn’t
need to be steak at a high-priced, fine-dining
restaurant, and in most consumers’ day-to-day lives
it rarely is. But consumers want to feel an emotion, to be
part of a story — and then share that story with friends and
family — when they dine out.
That connection is driven only by people. While Consumer Picks measures percentages, people are the real X factor. Each winning brand in this survey — In-NOut, The Melting Pot, First Watch and Ruth’s Chris, which are pro
profiled on pages 12
through 34 — talk about the importance of people working each day and each shift
to bring to life the chain’s food, atmosphere and experience. Most brands that score
well with consumers understand that today’s guests want something deeper, and
most brands that score poorly have relied too long on a promise of food, speed and
consistency alone. That is no longer enough.
The restaurant industry is seeing a major shift in consumer sentiment toward
food. Restaurant customers want better food, they want to know where it comes
from, and they want to understand the story of the brand they are frequenting.
Some deny this trend, and some overstate it, but the shift is real. NRN explores this
“precipice of a whole new movement,” as Danny Meyer, CEO of Shake Shack and
Union Square Hospitality Group, calls it, in a special feature on page 71.
Meyer says this change has led to a re-envisioning of casual and fast food brands — and we saw this change contribute to a
shuffling of brand ranks in this year’s Consumer Picks. The driving forces, Meyer added, are new, successful restaurant brands
borrowing from fine-dining qualities. Those qualities include, he said, “caring about the people who worked there; caring
about and restoring people who ate there; caring about the communities in which they did business; caring deeply about their
supply chain, and, yes, making more money for their investors as a result.”
Sounds like a mission consumers — and businesses — can love.

Verb: To like or desire something very much. As in, “Oh my god,
I love that restaurant.”

Love.

The Consumer Picks survey was developed by
WD Partners’ Insights group, a division of WD Partners.
For more detailed or customized data, please contact
dennis.lombardi@wdpartners.com.

On the following pages you will find in-depth looks at four winning brands that have
combined menu craveability with top-notch hospitality to rank as consumer favorites.
Then, we take a hard look at an undeniable consumer trend that became more apparent through this year’s Consumer Picks rankings and results — consumers shifting
toward higher quality, regionally foKEY TERMS
cused and chef-driven concepts, even
at the limited-service level. We also exAttributes
plore separate trends from each restau10 areas of customer ranking, including:
Atmosphere, Cleanliness, Craveability,
rant segment and demographic insights
Food Quality, Likely to Recommend, Likely
from Millennials and baby boomers,
to Return, Menu Variety, Reputation, Service
varying income brackets, genders and
and Value
more. The methodology on page 85
outlines how brand scores and other
Attribute Scores
results were calculated.
The percentage of respondents who said
a brand excelled in an attribute area, or
The picture painted should not be a
who said they were highly likely to revisit
surprise. Brands that rank at the top of
or recommend the brand
consumers’ lists do the basics very well,
while also layering on something special
Overall Score
— a signature menu item, impeccable
An average of a brand’s Attribute Scores,
service, flawless operations that speed
weighted by the level of importance
customers in their respective segments
service or maintain high quality, or both.
placed on each attribute
Customers today are more discerning
than ever. Use this report to learn what
Demographic Trends
matters most to them and to see which
Insights represent areas where a difference
brands are meeting and exceeding their
of +/- 5 percentage points was present
between demographic groups’ responses
expectations. O

ONSUMER PICKS, FROM NATIONS RESTAURANT NEWS
and WD Partners, is the definitive ranking of restaurant customers’ top brands. Tallying 42,196 responses, covering 172
chains and weighing 10 attributes of the dining out experience, this survey provides the deepest look at restaurant brands
winning and losing the business of today’s changing consumer.

C

A comprehensive look
at restaurant brand strength
from NRN and WD Partners
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SURVEY STRENGTH: FOOD QUALITY
The Melting Pot, known for its fondue-centric menu,
took Casual Dining’s second place finish in Food Quality, below Bonefish Grill by a fraction of a point. Melting
Pot president Mike Lester said the chain’s strong finish
is driven by recent menu improvements.

74.8%

OVERALL
SCORE:

he brand affinity we have
with our loyalists is remarkable,” said Mike Lester, president of The Melting Pot, the 135-unit chain that jumped
from sixth place to first place in the annual Consumer Picks survey.
The fondue restaurant, a subsidiary
of Front Burner Brands Inc., earned top
marks in the categories of Cleanliness,
Service, Atmosphere and Craveability.
It also was in a statistical dead heat with
Bonefish Grill in the categories of Food
Quality and Likely to Recommend.
Lester said he believes Tampa, Fla.-based
chain’s top scores with consumers are the result of revolutionary changes in operations
and the menu that the chain’s management
began implementing in 2011 and 2012.
Still reeling from the recession that
started in 2008 and the shifts in consumer
attitudes that came along with it, The
Melting Pot, which already was surveying
100,000 of its customers each year, commissioned studies of its lapsed customers
and of people who had never tried it to determine how to get them to visit.
“That information was very interesting
and very actionable,” Lester said.
The Melting Pot caters to a well-educated, middle class group of young Millennial
families. About 45 percent of them have
children living at home, more than two-
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CASUAL-DINING WINNER

WINNING BRANDS IN-DEPTH

PHOTOS: THE MELTING POT
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PERCENT OF RESPONDENTS WHO SAID
THE CHAIN WAS “OUTSTANDING” OR “ABOVE
AVERAGE” IN THAT AREA. LIKELY TO RETURN
AND LIKELY TO RECOMMEND SCORES ARE
THE PERCENT OF RESPONDENTS WHO
“DEFINITELY” OR “PROBABLY” WILL
RETURN/RECOMMEND.

45.0%

Value

58.8%

Likely to
Return

61.8%

Menu Variety

74.6%

Craveability

77.6%

Likely to
Recommend

78.0%

Reputation

79.5%

Cleanliness

81.3%

Atmosphere

83.4%

Service

85.0%

Food Quality

CONSUMER
SCORECARD

“People [are] beginning to understand
[they can visit] Melting Pot on a Monday or
Tuesday night because they’re enjoying a
quicker dining experience.”

The previous menu priced all
items per couple, making everything look more expensive.
The Melting Pot also made
it clearer on the new menu that
guests could have as much or as
little food as they wanted: At the
top of one page the new menu
reads: “How do you fondue?”
with opportunities for customers to customize their choices.
The new menu was first tested in eight restaurants across
the country, in restaurants with
high and low volumes and in
different geographical areas. After scoring well, the menu was
rolled out in January 2013.
“Literally that week, all of
our guest metrics spiked — all
of them,” Lester said, including
pace of service, perception of
value, intent to return and recommend, and quality of food
and service.
Guests also started coming
SURVEY STRENGTH: ATMOSPHERE The chain led the Cas
more often: Frequency of vison the strength of its interactive dining experience and popularity fo
its went from 1.8 times a year
the chain has also introduced a happy hour and customizable dishe
before the menu change to 2.3
times per year as of 12 months
flights,
as well as seasonally changing items and
ago, the last time they gauged that figure.
a choco
even local produce.
They’re also seeing more single diners
bourbo
Last year, The Melting Pot ran two main the restaurant, Lester said.
“We’
jor beverage promotions. The first was Top
“We’re seeing people beginning to
tempor
Cocktail.
understand [they can visit] Melting Pot
ing exp
Inspired by the hit cable television show
on a Monday or Tuesday night, because
noting
Top Chef on Bravo TV, Top Cocktail named
they’re enjoying a quicker dining experiscore th
five drinks as competitors, complete with
ence,” he said.
have to
The
jor limi
fall that
fall sala
kin pie
Starti
summe
pots to
shrimp
— Mike Lester, president, The Melting Pot
beverag
tion of
A ye
personalities — a gin and pineapple juice
The new menu did result in a slightly
embark
cocktail named Tiki Girl was described as
lower average check, currently around $40
ization”
“free spirited, beachy and mellow,” while
per person, but Lester said management
chised,
The Baller, made with muddled cherry and
anticipated the change and introduced new
the Uni
orange, cinnamon whiskey and ginger ale,
items that kept the average check from falldid for
was billed as “young, bold and adventuring too quickly.
Shane
ous” — and invited guests to vote on their
They also added premium plates of
chisees
favorite either through the chain’s website
cured meats to be added to cheese fonproduc
or via text message. Voting guests were endue courses. For dessert, they noticed that
rent che
tered for a chance to win a $250 gift card.
some people didn’t eat the cheesecake that
franchis
Lester said they had just under 15,000
was part of their chocolate fondue and inomy to
votes and got a slight boost in cocktail sales.
stead made it part of a $4.95 premium dipwork be
The chain, targeting its mostly female
per plate that also includes creampuffs and
“We
clientele, also did a whiskey-and-women
fresh berries.
so we in
night, marketed as an opportunity for
The Melting Pot also has responded to
a ladies’ night out. It included whiskey
demands for better, more varied cocktails,

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 18

The Melting Pot

CASUAL-DINING WINNER

22

vors, some of which are “locally
significant” such as the Old Bay
cheese fondue in Maryland or
the bourbon cheese fondue in
Kentucky, and others that simply appeal to local tastes, like the

gorgonzola-pear fondue that’s
used in Florida.
Lester extends regionalization
beyond food and gives franchisees different off-the-shelf promotions that they think will work

sovenausa.com

315·797·7070

in their markets.
For example,
two weeks after
Valentine’s Day is
usually a slow week
in Tampa, so they

| NRN.COM | APRIL 13, 2015

Sovena products have achieved Level 3 certification from the Safe Quality Food Institute and a superior rating from AIB International.
Our products are approved as kosher and organic and our chemical testing lab has been recognized by the International Olive Council
from December 1, 2014 to November 30, 2015.

Sovena USA

Partnership that delivers.

From grove to grocery, no one can match our olive oil expertise.

Most importantly, it means exceptional value. Sovena has removed the middleman,
so you not only receive the best olive oil, you receive the best olive oil for your dollar.

It means unequalled scope, because Sovena produces more olive oil for more
retailers than any other company on the planet.

It means industry-leading quality control, because we carefully nurture our trees
from tiny seedlings ... and throughout their long and productive lives.

Sovena is the world’s largest private owner of olive groves and the world’s largest
private label olive oil supplier. What does that mean to you?

This is why a partnership with Sovena delivers value:

Grow your brand
from our own trees.

introduce local, seasonal produce,”
Lester said. “I think that allows us
to compete with local restaurants.”
Franchisees also can pick up
to three local cheese fondue fla-

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 20

The Melting Pot
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Cheddar’s Casual Cafe
TOP SCORE: Value
The Cheesecake Factory
TOP SCORES: Menu Variety • Reputation
Bonefish Grill
SEGMENT WINNER: SEAFOOD
TOP SCORES: Food Quality • Likely to Recommend
Carrabba’s Italian Grill
SEGMENT WINNER: ITALIAN
P.F. Chang’s China Bistro

Romano’s Macaroni Grill

Texas Roadhouse
SEGMENT WINNER: STEAK
Olive Garden Italian Restaurant

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.
7.
8.

9.

65.8

65.8

11. Famous Dave’s
11. O’Charley’s

65.3

65.0

65.0

64.8

64.6

64.1

14. Red Lobster
15. Joe’s Crab Shack
15. Genghis Grill**
17. Chevys Fresh Mex
18. Johnny Carino’s/Carino’s Italian
19. Red Robin Gourmet Burgers
80
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** 100-149 RESPONSES

65.5

13. BJ’s Restaurant & Brewhouse

TOP SCORE: Likely to Return

66.3

10. LongHorn Steakhouse

66.5

67.7

67.9

70.4

70.6

70.8

72.2

72.3

The Melting Pot
74.8%
SEGMENT WINNER: VARIED MENU/SPECIALTY
TOP SCORES: Cleanliness • Service • Atmosphere • Craveability

1.

40. Hooters

39. Buffalo Wild Wings Grill

38. Beef ‘O’ Brady’s**

37. Ruby Tuesday

36. Chili’s Grill & Bar

35. Dave & Buster’s

34. On the Border Mexican

32. Applebee’s Neighborhoo

32. Mimi’s Cafe

31. Sonny’s Real Pit Bar-B-

30. Logan’s Roadhouse

29. Mellow Mushroom Pizza

28. Buca di Beppo

27. TGI Fridays

25. Ninety Nine Restaurant

25. Uno Chicago Grill/Pizze

24. Outback Steakhouse

22. Old Chicago Pizza & Tap

22. Hard Rock Cafe

21. Lone Star Steakhouse

20. California Pizza Kitchen

Survey respondents rated 40 Casual-Dining chains on 10 attributes, including Food Quality, Cleanliness, Service and Atmosph
Overall Score, which is weighted by the importance Casual-Dining customers place on each attribute. Find the full methodology o
Brands are ranked below by Overall Score. Top scorers in single attributes are noted, as are the winners by Overall Score in direct

Casual-Dining Restaurants

55.8%

58.0%

64.8%

66.6%

67.7%

83.7%

88.4%

93.1%

82

Cleanliness, Service and
more to baby boomers than t
Millennials place more importa
Craveability and Likely t

GENERATION

18-24 YEARS

FAMOUS DAVE’S

T.G.I. FRIDAYS

THE MELTING POT

CALIFORNIA PIZZA KITCHEN

BONEFISH GRILL

25-44 YEARS

O’CHARLEY’S

45-64 YEARS

CHEDDAR’S CASUAL CAFE

THE CHEESECAKE FACTORY

CHEVYS FRESH MEX

Top five Casual-Dining brands among each age group

P.F. CHAN

Generation gaps and overla

Consumers with household
incomes of less than $50,000
a year placed greater importance
on Value than those in the
highest household
income bracket,
or more than
$100,000
annually.

INCOME

Cleanliness and Menu Variety are
more important to Women than they are
to Men. Men place more importance
on Likely to Recommend.

GENDER

Consumer Picks respondents ranked the survey’s dining-out attributes by their importance to
experience. Results were then categorized by demographic groups. The insights here represe
tance rankings differed by a statistically significant margin (+/- 5 points) between groups.
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PERCENT OF RESPONDENTS WHO SAID
THE ATTRIBUTE IS “ESSENTIAL” OR “VERY
IMPORTANT.” LIKELY TO RETURN IS NOT
INCLUDED IN IMPORTANCE RANKINGS.

36.6%

Likely to Recommend

Reputation

Craveability

Atmosphere

Menu Variety

Value

Service

Cleanliness

Food Quality

(in order of importance)

What consumers
want from
Casual Dining

Demographic trends

CASUAL DINING

84
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Consumers with
household incomes of
less than $50,000
a year placed greater
importance on Value
than those in the
highest household
income bracket,
or more than
$100,000
annually.

INCOME

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 83
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Consumer Picks 2015: The Melting Pot finds success with menu updates

“The brand affinity we have with our loyalists is remarkable,” said Mike Lester, president of The
Melting Pot, the 135-unit chain that jumped from sixth place to first place in the annual Consumer
Picks survey.
The fondue restaurant, a subsidiary of Front Burner Brands Inc., earned top marks in the
categories of Cleanliness, Service, Atmosphere and Craveability. It also was in a statistical dead
heat with Bonefish Grill in the categories of Food Quality and Likely to Recommend.
Lester said he believes Tampa, Fla.-based chain’s top scores with consumers are the result of
revolutionary changes in operations and the menu that the chain’s management began
implementing in 2011 and 2012.
Still reeling from the recession that started in 2008 and the shifts in consumer attitudes that came
along with it, The Melting Pot, which already was surveying 100,000 of its customers each year,
commissioned studies of its lapsed customers and of people who had never tried it to determine
how to get them to visit.
“That information was very interesting and very
actionable,” Lester said.
The Melting Pot caters to a well-educated, middle
class group of young Millennial families. About 45

percent of them have children living at home, more than two-thirds of them are between 18 years
old and 39 years old, and the vast majority of the people making the decision to eat at The Melting
Pot are women, according to Front Burner Brands.
The typical dining experience at The Melting Pot was historically a unique one: Customers started
with a cheese fondue, then they had a salad, followed by a course of meats that customers dipped
in a choice of broth or hot canola oil. They finished with chocolate fondue.
That meant that a typical visit to The Melting Pot required a relatively high amount of time and
money and the consumption of a lot of food. Average unit volumes are about $1.6 million annually.
Lester said even the restaurants’ loyal customers had pigeonholed them into a place for mostly
birthdays and anniversaries.
Consumers found multiple portions of the same thing to be limiting. Instead, they told Melting Pot
management that they wanted to order different things and taste each other’s food.
“They told us they wanted to use us more often,” he said.
In what Lester described as a “radical” menu change, The Melting Pot started testing a menu in
2012 based on its findings in which every item was portioned and priced per person, allowing for
parties of two or more to try a wider variety of foods. The previous menu priced all items per
couple, making everything look more expensive.
The Melting Pot also made it clearer on the new menu that guests could have as much or as little
food as they wanted: At the top of one page the new menu reads: “How do you fondue?” with
opportunities for customers to customize their choices.
The new menu was first tested in eight restaurants across the country, in restaurants with high and
low volumes and in different geographical areas. After scoring well, the menu was rolled out in
January 2013.
“Literally that week, all of our guest metrics spiked — all of them,” Lester said, including pace of
service, perception of value, intent to return and recommend, and quality of food and service.
Guests also started coming more often: Frequency of visits went from 1.8 times a year before the
menu change to 2.3 times per year as of 12 months ago, the last time they gauged that figure.
They’re also seeing more single diners in the restaurant, Lester said.
“We’re seeing people beginning to understand [they can visit] Melting Pot on a Monday or Tuesday
night, because they’re enjoying a quicker dining experience,” he said.
The new menu did result in a slightly lower average check, currently around $40 per person, but
Lester said management anticipated the change and introduced new items that kept the average
check from falling too quickly.
They also added premium plates of cured meats to be added to cheese fondue courses. For
dessert, they noticed that some people didn’t eat the cheesecake that was part of their chocolate
fondue and instead made it part of a $4.95 premium dipper plate that also includes creampuffs and
fresh berries.

The Melting Pot also has responded to demands for better, more varied cocktails, as well as
seasonally changing items and even local produce.
Last year, The Melting Pot ran two major beverage promotions. The first was Top Cocktail.
Inspired by the hit cable television show Top Chef on Bravo TV, Top Cocktail named five drinks as
competitors, complete with personalities — a gin and pineapple juice cocktail named Tiki Girl was
described as “free spirited, beachy and mellow,” while The Baller, made with muddled cherry and
orange, cinnamon whiskey and ginger ale, was billed as “young, bold and adventurous” — and
invited guests to vote on their favorite either through the chain’s website or via text message.
Voting guests were entered for a chance to win a $250 gift card.
Lester said they had just under 15,000 votes and got a slight boost in cocktail sales.
The chain, targeting its mostly female clientele, also did a whiskey-and-women night, marketed as
an opportunity for a ladies’ night out. It included whiskey flights, a bourbon, bacon Cheddar fondue,
a chocolate fondue with bourbon and even bourbon-infused salad dressing.
“We’ve tried to create a much more contemporary and relevant beverage and dining experience for
our guests,” Lester said, noting that such promotions also underscore the fact that The Melting Pot
doesn’t have to be a special-occasion restaurant.
The Melting Pot now also offers two major limited-time food offers each year. Last fall that was a
lobster cheese fondue, and a fall salad with cider vinaigrette and pumpkin pie white chocolate
fondue.
Starting this May, they’re planning a summer seafood boil, using their fondue pots to serve lobster,
crab, scallop and shrimp and pairing it with summertime beverages, such as shandies: a
combination of beer and lemonade.
A year-and-a-half ago the chain also embarked on what Lester called a “localization” campaign.
Being almost all franchised, “we are 135 small businesses across the United States,” Lester said.
So not only did former Front Burner corporate chef Shane Schaibly start working with franchisees
and regional suppliers to use local produce when available — something current chef Jason Miller
has continued — but franchisees have been given more autonomy to select the special promotions
that work best for them.
“We want them to feel local and be local, so we introduced programs where they could introduce
local, seasonal produce,” Lester said. “I think that allows us to compete with local restaurants.”
Franchisees also can pick up to three local cheese fondue flavors, some of which are “locally
significant” such as the Old Bay cheese fondue in Maryland or the bourbon cheese fondue in
Kentucky, and others that simply appeal to local tastes, like the gorgonzola-pear fondue that’s used
in Florida.
Lester extends regionalization beyond food and gives franchisees different off-the-shelf promotions
that they think will work in their markets.

For example, two weeks after Valentine’s Day is usually a slow week in Tampa, so they used a
promotion called Doll-Up that encourages women to get dressed up and go to The Melting Pot by
offering specials for women out on the town as a group.
In other markets, they offer Fondue Fairytales on weekends that encourage kids to get dressed up
and go out for a treat.
“Our loyal customers wanted us to give them reasons to use us more. I think the localization and
local promotions do that,” Lester said.
But of course customer satisfaction isn’t just derived from food.
“We have a mission of providing our guests with the perfect night out — not an okay night, but a
perfect one,” Lester said.
That was the chain’s mission even before management started its 2011 refresh, but they reemphasized it and dedicated resources to it, Lester said.
“If we have the physical ability to do something for our guests, we’ll do it,” he said.
On top of that, they worked to improve perception of the length of wait times.
“We found that families used us on Fridays and Sundays, so we brought in entertainers, such as
magicians. They’re almost an extension of our own team, and we’ve trained them on ‘Perfect Night
Out,’ too. So they’re completely aligned with our mission.”
Kostya Kimlat, whose Restaurant Magic business has provided magicians for around 25 Melting
Pot locations over the past four years, said there are two times when magicians are most helpful:
when guests are waiting to be seated and when they’re waiting for food to arrive.
“We make sure they’re relaxed and having fun, and the wait time disappears,” he said.
“At The Melting Pot they strive to make the evening an experience and a show, and the magic
blends in with the experience,” he said, noting that his magicians key in to a variety of personality
types and perform their tricks accordingly.
Kimlat also provides similar training to servers and managers, noting that magicians and restaurant
front-of-the-house staff all have to know how to read people.

