ones, and new customers are the best source of advertising
through the word of happy mouths. These are well-estab-
lished principles of restaurant marketing, right up there in the
“Thou Shalt...” category.

If we could succeed based on a good attitude and philosophy
toward our customers, we would all be rich. To retain your cus-
tomers, however, you must know your customers. What do they
like most about our operation? What do they like most about our
competitors? How can we make our customers happier?

A system for surveying guests is one of the pillars of a success-
ful restaurant marketing program. In my consulting practice, I create
these for restaurant clients, and almost invariably, the results are fas-
cinating to all concerned. We almost always learn something we did
not know and we’re certainly thankful when survey results illumi-
nate a problem we didn’t really know we had. Even if guests give

Retaining current customers is cheaper than acquiring new
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high marks all around, it is good to verify that you
please your guests as well as you hoped.

In short, guest surveys both gauge guest sat-
isfaction and provide direction for initiatives
that could improve the guest experience and
sales volume. Practically speaking, the 10
main objectives of administering a customer
survey are to:

1. Measure overall customer satisfaction.

2. Learn about the customer.

3. Identify buying habits and dining patterns.

4. Identify your competition and
how happy (or unhappy) they
make your guests, and why.

5. Find out why customers
visit your restaurant.




6. Learn what influences guest pur-
chase decisions.
7. Learn what guests believe you
. do well and not so well.
8. Discover what you can do to
improve operations.
9. Identify processes for
change that will improve cus-
tomer satisfaction.
10. Increase customer loyalty.
In this article, we’ll exam-
ine each of these objectives
and discuss ways to elicit
information in your surveys

that will move you closer to achieving each. We’ll also look at how
to best administer surveys and analyze data.

Objective 1: Measure Overall
Customer Satisfaction

Customer satisfaction is the single greatest profit predictor and
one of the most influential factors in purchase decisions so it makes
sense to keep your eye on satisfaction levels among your guests. As
with any other analytic metric, this is something to watch over time
and in trends. Are levels increasing? Dropping? Remaining steady?
Obviously, a drop in satisfaction levels, just like a drop in profit
margin, warrants some investigation. General satisfaction scoring
is a summary point that needs a great deal of qualifying to get to its
foundation but is a great gauge nonetheless.

10 Objectives of a Successful Guest Survey

By Emily Durham
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Example:

Please rate your overall experience:
(4 Poor [ Average 1 Good

(d Outstanding

How would you rate the service at our
restaurant?

(4 Poor [ Average 1 Good

(d Outstanding

Which best describe the food quality at
our restaurant?

(1 Awful [ Fair [ Average 1 Good

(d Great [ Excellent

Objective 2: Learn About
the Customer

This may sound basic but there are lots of
operators out there who do not know their
customer. This may be because of a shaded
perception based on initial observations or in-
tentions, or maybe it’s because of a changing
neighborhood. Whatever you find out, know-
ing just who the customer is helps a great
deal with things like marketing and promo-
tions, menu planning, and staffing. When we
say “who” we mean the demographics of the
customer base such as age, gender and famil-
ial status. You are not usually going to find
that all of your guests fit the same mold, and
you may find that you have different demo-
graphic representation during different day
parts or days of the week.

In one case study, the marketing director
for a large frozen dessert chain conducted a
brief survey to find that he had his client
profile totally wrong. He was operating un-
der the impression that they were marketing
to males over 40 when in reality the guests
were mostly females under 40. He immedi-
ately put in place plans to change the colors
in the stores, change portion sizes, and
more. He was shocked by the results. Even
though they had about 30 units in operation,
they didn’t know the customer. Similarly, I
recently completed a survey for a barbecue
chain and found that most guests were older
than previously thought and without chil-
dren in the household, to the surprise of the
owner. Having this information dramatically
changes, or should, where you place your
marketing and product emphases.

Sample gquestion:
Are you:
(1 Male 1 Female

What is your age group?
A Under 30

d37-40

QA41-55

A Over 55

Do you usually visit with children under 8?
A Yes
A No

BUSINESS

67 channels from just $24-95 per month.

No commercidts. No contract.
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Objective 3: Identify Buying
Habits and Dining Patterns

Along with understanding our guests’ de-
mographics, we want to also know what drives
their buying and dining decisions. In general,
it’s helpful to know how often they come to
our restaurant and also how often they eat out.
We ask for the typical size of their party, how
much they usually spend, and when they go.
Asking some of these questions about us and
their habits provides a good gap analysis in
showing where we fit into guests’ overall pat-
terns so that we know if we have room to do
better and get more of their business.

Sample gquestion:

How many are usually in your party when
eating here?

O Just me

Q2or3

a4-6

7 or more

How many times do you eat
here per month?

Q/7or2

3-5

6-10

(A More than 10

How many times do you eat out anywhere
per month?

Q7or2

a3-5

d6-10

1 More than 10

Do you eat out more for
lunch or dinner?

d Lunch

1 Dinner

Objective 4: Identify Your
Competition and How
Happy (or Unhappy) Th
Make Your Guests, and Why

Asking guests where they go out to eat
when they are not visiting your establishment
is the best way to really identify your real
competition. This is where we see a great deal
of misperception regarding which restaurants
owners consider their competition and which
restaurants the guests actually visit.

Let’s say you open an Italian restaurant
with all of your family’s best recipes passed
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Ways to Administer Your Guest Survey

How you collect this data from your guests may hinge on your resources and
the size of your business. Restaurants with a staff member who can dedicate half
or more of her job to this task and which routinely seats 300-plus guests each
night will attack this differently than a small bistro concept run by three people.
In the former case, written surveys will be the only practical method to collect in-
formation, and will require a fair amount of data entry and analysis. In the latter
case, the owners and staff may prefer to interview guests as they settle their bill.
Conduct an online survey. If you have a Web site with a large database of cus-
tomers and e-mail addresses, and/or you have several units, it might be best to
conduct a Web-based survey in which you send guests an e-mail and invite
them to click on a link and take the survey on their computer. Answers are
recorded and tallied for you.This is especially effective when there are several
units for which you want to tally results by unit.

Perform guest intercepts, i.e., have an interviewer ask participants the ques-
tions and record the answers. In-person intercepts can be done by a staff
member but it’s always best to have an unbiased third party ask the questions.
This way, there is no threat of people being unwilling to answer truthfully. This is
most commonly done when outside companies are employed to conduct the
surveys. It can be done via telephone or when the guest is exiting the restaurant.

Have guests take home the survey to be returned later. Much like a com-
ment card, surveys can be handed to the customer with the request that they
complete it while eating their meal or bring it back at their next visit. We've seen
operators provide the means for the surveys to be mailed back.In any case, you
want to make sure they have an incentive to return it.

Direct mail or other form of mass distribution. You can buy mailing lists from
different places and do a mass mailing to whatever area you consider to be your
market.The risk here is that you are not capturing a wide enough cross-section
of your market, while simultaneously casting too broad of a net and this would
also likely be the slowest means for getting your survey results back. One time
this does make good sense is when you are new to an area and are making
some pre-opening decisions. Another scenario for mass distribution would be
in an institutional setting like a university. If students were a significant portion
of your customer base and you wanted to survey them then you could seek out
the university newspaper or some other general reach vehicle to get your sur-
vey distributed. Here again, you need to provide a reason to bring it back.

down through generations and other coun-
tries. You take pride in offering your heritage
through your menu and may consider your
biggest competitor to be the other Italian
restaurant in town who makes Southern Ital-
ian recipes using authentic ingredients and
homemade sauces from scratch. Your guest,
however, may in fact view your competition
to be the Asian restaurant down the street be-
cause of its proximity, prices, and/or style of
service (e.g., family or upscale). Knowing
this information allows you to make adjust-
ments in your marketing or operations that
are meaningful to your guests.

For this question, the best thing to do is
simply ask the survey respondents to write
in all the answers that apply. In other words,
make the question “open ended.”

Sample gquestion:
Where do you like to eat when you are
not dining with us?
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Objectives 5 and 6: Find
Out Why Customers Visit
Your Restaurant and Learn
What Influences Guest
Purchase Decisions

Combined with information garnered
from Objective 4, this information can pro-
vide you a great deal of meaningful
direction in what to change and what not to
change. People decide where to go eat
based on the meal occasion and here is
where we define that occasion. Everyone
has a reason for dining out, even if that
reason is they didn’t have time to shop for
food. An occasion can be “I need a break”
or “date night.” And it is crucial that you
understand the predominant reasons folks
patronize your operation when tailoring
your service, menu and pricing.

We had a dient who would
not have considered the
addition of curbside
pickup for his seafood
restaurant in a million
years, until he saw
overwhelming evidence
from our surveys and focus
groups that his guests
would come even more
if they could quickly run
in for food on their
way home. They've since
adopted the program and
are doing well with it.

Once you determine “why” your guests
go to your restaurant, you can really capi-
talize on those reasons. For example, if
you found that one of the reasons people
eat at your restaurant is that it is on their
way home, you might next figure out what
more you can do with takeout and even
curbside pickup. We had a client who
would not have considered the addition of
curbside pickup for their seafood restaurant
in a million years, until he saw over-
whelming evidence from our surveys and
focus groups that his guests would come
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Timing is Everything

It is very important that you get a
representative sampling of your cus-
tomer base.You must survey people
during weekdays and weekends and
all the different day parts you serve. If
you only conducted surveys for din-
ner but are open for lunch, you would
miss a large constituency of your cus-
tomer base and would not likely get
meaningful results. If you do an online
survey, it is best not to shoot out the
e-mail over the weekend or first thing
Monday morning, as people tend to
do a lot of their e-mailing at work and
have the most e-mail — much of it
may be junk mail — stacked up on
Monday mornings. It would be better
to send it out on a Tuesday or
Wednesday when they may have less
jamming up their inbox and can take
the week to reply if needed.

even more if they could quickly run in for
food on their way home. They’ve since
adopted the program and are doing well
with it. If you establish that your restaurant
is very popular for couples out on “date
night” you might create some wine tasting
dinners or rethink your seating to create
more tables for two or rearrange your seat-
ing to create more intimate seating areas.
You just don’t know unless you ask. Once
you know the key factors in making the
decision to purchase from you, you can be-
gin to focus operational and marketing
efforts in those directions.

A good way to try and establish the
meal occasion is to provide multiple-
choice answers and ask people to pick as
many as apply.

Sample question:

Which of the following best describes
the reason you come to our restaurant?
(Check all that apply.)

A Special occasion (birthday, holiday)
1 Regular meal

1 “Date night”

1 Business lunch

[ Just for the food

4 |

Objective 7: Learn What
Guests Believe You Do
Well and Not So Well

We can approach these two different
ways. The first is to provide variables
for the guests to rate us on, on some
quality scale, as you’ve probably seen
many times. The second is providing an-
other “write in the answer” question that
simply invites the guests to tell us what
they think; to give us their opinion. If
there is one thing people generally do
not mind doing, it is giving you their
opinion; nevertheless, when eliciting
this information, it must be worded the
right way. This is where we tell our
guests that we really care about what
they think and really value their opinion
and do in fact plan to act on survey re-
sults. Of course you will get more
suggestions than you can possibly put in
place and many that you would not care
to use but, here again, we look for
trends and commonality in responses
and begin to dig deeper into those areas
that a significant portion of our cus-
tomer base really care about.

Sample gquestion:

On a scale of 1 to 5, how would you rate
each of the following for our restaurant?
1 = Poor and 5 = Excellent

a. Value (price for the portion size
and presentation)

b. Service

c. Variety of menu

d. Food quality

e. Cleanliness

f. Overall atmosphere

On a scale of 1 to 5, how would you rate
each of the following for the service you
receive at our restaurant?

1 = Poor and 5 = Excellent

a. Product and menu
knowledge

b. Friendliness and
hospitality

c. Politeness and
courteousness

d. Speed and accuracy

e. Appearance

Good Restaurateurs Are Always Learning

Objectives 8 and 9:
Discover What You Can Do
to Improve Operatjons and
Identify Processes for
Change That Will Improve
Customer Satisfaction

If you have been diligent in collecting in-
formation to fulfill the previous objectives,
you will get ideas on how you might adjust
your operations. Here is how we test ideas
and new products. We simply list things
we’re considering and ask if it would make
the guest come more often and enhance
their experience. If you think about it, what
would be better than asking your customers
ahead of time if they would like to hear live
music before you spend the money to book
the band or if they would like to have a cold
beer with their meal before you bring in the
inventory? Of course you will not do this in
a vacuum and will probably already have a
feel for how your guests will receive new
ideas and products but this becomes your
vehicle to validate your plans and ideas.

Sample gquestion:

Please rate each of the following from I
to 5 for their ability to get you to come
in to our restaurant more often than you
do now:

1 = It would not make a bit of difference.
5 = Great idea! 1 would visit a lot more.

a. Sunday brunch
b. More seafood items
c. Kids activities and
programs (face painting,
play area, toys)
d. Live entertainment
e. More daily specials
f. Themed events
(murder mystery
dinners, wine/beer tasting)
g. Curbside pickup
h. More wine and alcoholic
beverage offerings
i. Family-style portions -
Objective 10: Increase
Customer Loyalty
If you study and apply the data that you
collect through this survey, this objective
should take care of itself. In this regard, exe-
cution is everything, as described in "Ways to
Administer Your Guest Survey" on page 42.



Final Pointers

Now that you know what to look for,
and if you have not decided by now that
surveying makes a lot of sense but you are
definitely going to call in consultants to do
it, there are some final points to keep in
mind when constructing your survey.

Explain why you are administering the
survey. We like to start a survey with a nice
note from the proprietor explaining what
we’re doing and why. You tell them that
you are trying to improve things and really
care about how they think you’re doing and
that you really need their input to do that.

The survey should not be more than one
or two pages. The more you can establish in
the least amount of questions, the better. Gen-
erally, you should not ask a lot more than about
15 questions, maybe 20 if your customers re-
ally like you. There is a direct correlation
between people’s willingness to take a survey
and the amount of time they have to commit to
doing so. Figure out what you most want to
know and ask about those things only.

Every question must be easy to under-
stand and to answer. Try not to use

restaurant business jargon, or ask more than
one question at a time. If people are con-
fused about what you want to know, they
may just skip it. The answers must tell you
something useful, so when creating multi-
ple-choice questions make sure the answers
are not vague or nondirectional. Too many
fill-in-the-blank questions will get you a lot
of opinions but maybe not enough of the
answers you were looking for.

Make sure you avoid leading questions
or those that are otherwise biased. This is
hard because you are positively biased. But
keep things objective and nonleaning.

Do not ask about things you cannot or
do not want to change. This should be
obvious but if you are not interested in
working on Sundays and don’t think you
can get anyone else to do it either, don’t
ask if they would like for you to open on
Sundays. If you are legally restricted from
serving hard liquor for whatever reason,
don’t ask if guests would like to see more
alcoholic beverages on the menu.

Always reward the customer for taking
the survey. You really need to provide some

incentive to entice people to take the survey,
to get them to bring it back, and simply to
thank them for their time. The incentive
should be something that makes sense for
you, such as a free dessert or a cookie, a soft
drink, or some percentage off their next meal.

Information is Power

These are the nuts and bolts of surveying
your customers. Imagine how much easier
decisionmaking would be with all this in-
formation available to you, how much
happier you could make your customers.
Even the best of us needs to stop and ask
for feedback and nobody’s feedback is
more important than that of your guests and
your employees. Share the results with your
employees, get them involved and talking
about the results. It’s a great idea to solicit
their help when creating the survey in fact.
Remember, they hear it all first when deal-
ing with your guests. In addition to all the
other ways you “listen” to the guests, doing
this a couple of times a year will tell you
what you need to know to make good deci-
sions about your business. RS&G
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