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M

ike Lester remembers his first
experience in a Melting Pot restaurant. He was on a date night with

his wife several years back. He recalls walking
through the restaurant and seeing an office party
of around 35 people in a private dining room
with “dial-on-the-fun” meter turned up to 10.
There were other people on a date night and
parents with their kids – young and old.

Turning up
p
the heat
How The Melting Pot
is evolving to meet
consumer demand

Lester was hooked by the experience. It would only be a few years
down the road that he would be named president of The Melting Pot, a
unique and interactive dining experience that creates, what Lester says, are
memories that can last a lifetime.
With 126 restaurants across the United States and beyond, The
Melting Pot is turning up the heat on its expansion plans. Defined by its
20/20 plan, the polished casual restaurant plans to add 18 domestic and
18 international locations by the end of 2020.
Commercial Kitchens sat down with Lester to get his take on the
brand’s evolving design and what guests can expect in 2016 and beyond.
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What’s the biggest item on
your to-do list for 2016?
It’s hard to nail down the biggest one today.
Our concept is a multi-faceted restaurant, so
we are constantly learning how to think and
react to what our guests want. For us, our
to-do list is finding out what they like and
don’t like about our facilities. Everything we
do is based on listening to our guests so that
we can provide them with the kind of dining
experience they want today and in the future.

What are some of the
ways that you do that?
We conduct a lot of focus groups. We use
online surveys that can generate 75,000 to
100,000 responses via our restaurants. We
take these surveys, and if we see something
that is of interest to us; we can drill down
into the specifics of that particular trend. For
example, a couple of years ago, we saw that
our customers didn’t like the pace of service,
so we had to take a hard look at how we
could improve our operational efficiencies.
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Today’s guests
have higher
expectations,
but they don’t
want to pay
more for them.
That’s a unique
challenge, and it
has never been
more difficult
than it is today.
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What do the focus groups tell you?
About a year and a half ago, we did a focus
group in five markets across the United
States – two focus groups per market.
And what we found was that we had three
different kinds of people. We had people
who had never dined at a Melting Pot. We
had loyalists – people who have dined with
us many times. And we had people who had
dined with us once in the last 12 months.
We asked them what our restaurant of
the future should look like. The responses
we received were very interesting. We had a
similar response across all the groups where
they said they loved The Melting Pot for
special occasions, but they also craved it on
a daily basis.
The consensus was that they wanted to
keep the restaurant as a destination for those
special occasions, but they also wanted us to
create a space where they could go on a Tuesday night for cheese fondue, if they wanted.
So that’s what we did at our newest
restaurant that recently opened in Maple

My anticipation is that The
Melting Pot Restaurants of
the future will be a little more
casual looking – a little more
approachable and an inviting
atmosphere for everyday use.
Shade, New Jersey. We have community tables there, but we also
have that area where they can celebrate those special occasions. My
anticipation is that The Melting Pot Restaurants of the future will be
a little more casual – a little more approachable and an inviting atmosphere for everyday use. You’ll hear livelier, more updated music,
which is very important to our guests of the future.
We are still positioning the brand as a polished casual restaurant, but we want it to be a little more relaxed. We will always offer
our guests superior dining experiences – that’s just who we are.

Describe a typical day.
For me, it starts on the treadmill, where I review our shift surveys. These include what customers are saying in six or eight test
restaurants that we track. We also hold many one-on-one and team
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meetings. Our processes are very thorough on all of our current
projects – on any given day. We are international now, too, so I have
to spend time reaching out to those teams, especially due to the
time differences. We work very hard to correct and prevent mistakes
in the future. Nobody likes to make mistakes, so we want to avoid
making the same mistakes whenever possible.

Define some of the brand’s
biggest opportunities moving ahead.
While we’re receiving extremely positive results from the experiences
we provide our guests, the challenges, like for everybody else, is
in addressing those cost pressures that are out there today in the
restaurant space – Labor. Food costs. Transportation issues.
Today’s guests have higher expectations, but they don’t want to
pay more for them. We don’t ever shortchange their experiences, which
means we have to deliver exceptional food and beverage, and hospitality.
We have to recruit and retain the right kind of team members, and the
right number of them in order to deliver on what we promise. We also
have to do this in a way that is profitable for our franchisees. That’s a
unique challenge, and it has never been more difficult than it is today.

Talk about your growth initiative.

We really support the idea of
localization and encourage our
franchisees to be a part of their
local areas. We celebrate those
differences in our store designs.

Most of our growth is focused on international. Our first restaurant
in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia in Riyadh recently opened. Last year,
we opened our first restaurants in Dubai and Jakarta, Indonesia. We
have several more that are in development in the Middle East. We
also have a presence in Mexico and Canada. Other markets slated
for growth include India, China, Brazil and South Korea. We are
fielding inquiries for those markets.
During the recession, those areas had the most interest for
us. Now that the recession is waning, our lead flow domestically
is starting to increase. Over the next couple of years, our domestic
growth will be one or two units here and there, because it will take
time for those leads to translate into units. Our 20/20 plan calls for
us to open 18 additional international restaurants and 18 additional
domestic restaurants by the end of 2020. Domestically, the company
is seeking new franchisees nationwide, including select markets in
California, Texas, New York, Iowa and South Carolina, among others.

What’s driving this growth
on the international side?
On the international side, we can be more selective. We want to make
sure we have the right partners, and that they have the right infrastructure for what we want to accomplish. They have to be able to support
multiple units. We turn down more partners than we accept.

Talk about your approach to stores designs.
We launched a strategic initiative, where we take a year or two to go
through and design the future looks we want to see. We call it the New
Brand Prototype for The Melting Pot. Our goal is to support local, family-owned franchisees across the United States and the world. We are
proud that we are able to do that in all of these different communities.
We really support the idea of localization and encourage our
franchisees to be a part of their local communities. We celebrate
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those differences in our store designs. So there is no prototypical
Melting Pot out there. We have 126 locations, and they are all
unique. They might have similar color schemes, table designs and
artwork, but that’s about it. We like to work the local elements into
the design.
Take our newest location in Maple Shade, New Jersey. Some
of the artwork is a kaleidoscope of aerial views of downtown
Philadelphia. Not only were they interesting pieces to look at, but
they were recognizable buildings that celebrated the Philadelphia
market. We take this same localization approach at all of restaurants across the country.
We’re taking everything into consideration. For example, all of
our tables are fondue tables that have been bolted down to the floor,
but we’re now looking at ways to be innovative while staying in line
with codes and safety regulations. Other restaurants have been able
to push tables together for a gathering, but we haven’t.

So that’s something you may address?
Our kitchens today are stable. We offer traditional hot fondue, so
our tables work as a prep kitchen. Our guests prepare their food
while sitting around the table with their friends and family. It is a very
interactive experience.

As I mentioned earlier, we are working on improving the pace of
the dining experience. Guests are looking for more convenience and
want to dine with us on Tuesday night and get through dinner in a
shorter timeframe.
That’s why we have introduced two restaurants in the United
States that have hot kitchens – St. Petersburg, Florida and Maple
Shade. Here, our chefs prepare small plates of fully cooked entrées
for our guests to enjoy. Even that’s unique. Our guests can still customize their meal with a variety of fondue dipping sauces. Right now,
the guest metrics are through the roof.
We are not certain what this may look like in the future, but we
are trying to address some of the needs of our guests today.

What should customers expect
to see from the brand in 2016?
Our guests will continue to see the efforts we are implementing for
innovation. One of the things that I am very proud of is the flexibility
we give to our franchisees. For example, years ago we had five
cheese fondues in every restaurant. Today, we have six, and three of
those reflect where the restaurant is and what their customers want.
Staying in tune to with what our guests want and need will always be
important to us. CK

One-on-One with...
» Mike Lester

President, The Melting Pot Restaurants

What’s the most rewarding part of your job?
I love supporting locally owned businesses. I also love how
much our guests are attached to our brand.

What was the best advice you ever received?
An old boss used to say, “Surround yourself with
people who are a lot smarter than you, and then get
out of the way.”

What are the three strongest
traits any leader should have?
You have to be inspirational, have integrity and be
predictable. It’s about always making decisions based
on the needs of our guests and our team members.

What’s your favorite vacation spot and why?
North Captiva Island in Southwest Florida. It’s only
accessible by boat. It’s a great place to decompress.

What’s the best thing a client ever said to you?
I’m lucky to be greeted with such great stories from
our guests. How they met their husband or wife in one
of our restaurants. It means a lot that our brand is so
deeply connected to our guests.

What book are you reading now?
“Rogue Lawyer” by John Grisham.

How do you like to spend your down time?
With our twins, who are heading off to college, and with
my wife and our friends.
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