
Restaurant Brief: 
How to Embrace Digital  
Transformation To Build  

Customer Loyalty

bluebybelly.com



TABLE OF CONTENTS

Introduction 

Role of Technology in the Restaurant Industry 

Current Landscape of Restaurant Loyalty 

Loyalty is a Need, Not a Want 

What Should Restaurant Loyalty Look Like? 

Tiered System of Rewards 

Access the Right Touch Points, At the Right Times 

Loyalty Should Permeate the Organization 

Potential Impact: Why Is This Important? 

Conclusion

bluebybelly.com



INTRODUCTION
We have shifted to a relationship-centric landscape, where  
customer acquisition has been de-emphasized and is now  
replaced with a strong focus on customer retention. In the past,  
consistent dining experiences and customer service were all it took  
to keep customers coming back, but in today’s competitive market,  
that’s not enough. Consumer expectations are more demanding, leaving  
brands fumbling to keep up. Each day, consumers are inundated with  
opportunities to engage with your competitors, however there are just as  
many opportunities to put your brand in front of your customers so they’ll  
engage with you, transforming them into advocates and repeat customers. The  
customer journey isn’t linear, but rather circular and cyclical with numerous  
customer touch points throughout. Capture customer data and use it to create  
highly personalized customer experiences to drive even more engagement. While  
there historically hasn’t been much of a focus on the role of technology within the  
restaurant industry, we will discuss the reasons why restaurant brands should focus on  
digital, and how it affects their bottom line.
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ROLE OF TECHNOLOGY IN THE  
RESTAURANT INDUSTRY

External Technology: penetrates the barrier between the brand and its consumers 

Internal Technology: operational relief and marketing consistency 

Technology has saturated nearly every facet of 
our existence, from the way we consume 
content, to the way we communicate with one 
another, to medical advances few people on 
this planet understand. Another idea that may 
be difficult to process is the role technology 
now plays in the restaurant industry. You may 
ask, “isn’t the objective of every restaurant to 

⅓  of consumers say  
technology influences 

their choice of one  
restaurant over another

restaurants should implement ways to 
reach and track customers’ entire dining 
cycles, which actually begin and end outside 
of the physical location. Without interaction 
at these different customer touch points, 
the dining cycle transforms into a linear 
journey, eliminating repeat visits and 
advocacy. Beyond customer-facing

engagement, technology 
provides operational 
r e l i e f f o r m a n y 
re s t a u ra n t s . M a n y 
restaurant kitchens now 
depend on tablets so 
that line chefs can view 
recipes to prevent the 
excess use of supplies,

minimizing confusion and keeping costs down. 
Restaurants also use tablets to share 
marketing collateral from corporate to all 
locations ensuring posters and menus are 
always consistent and up-to-date. These are 
just two examples of how restaurants are 
innovating, but one thing has become clear: 
technology continues to provide restaurants 
with both internal and external solutions to 
maximize profits. 

provide delicious meals  
while having outstanding  
customer service?” This is true,  
however, research shows  
that it's technology that’s driving  
business. 

Approximately one-third  
of consumers say technology
influences their choice of one restaurant 
over another.1 Technology, on the 
consumer side, can include online 
ordering, mobile payments, social media, 
reviews, and loyalty, which all contribute to 
a more convenient and personalized 
customer exper ience . However , 
experiences now extend well beyond the 
dining event as social media and reviews 
allow for immediate feedback, and digital 
out-of-store engagement. Therefore,
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CURRENT LANDSCAPE OF  
RESTAURANT LOYALTY

While technology has become a vessel through 
which restaurants can engage consumers 
outside of the dining experience, it’s also raised 
the stakes in creating and maintaining 
customer loyalty. With so many options 
available, consumers are more cognizant of 
where they are spending their money. 
Consumer expectations for brands have risen 
by 28% across 68 categories, however, 
consumer satisfaction has only risen 7% across 
those same categories.2 What this means: 
brands are being far outpaced by consumer 
expectations, resulting in missed opportunities  
for loyalty, as well as the risk of losing previously 
loyal customers, leading to a marked loss in 
revenue. 

The importance of building and maintaining 
loyalty has not gone unrecognized. When it 
comes to restaurant technology, 25% of 
restaurant operators suggest that loyalty 
programs are the key area to work on.3 While 
loyalty is viewed as an integral part of driving 
revenue, there are perceived barriers such as

28%

7%Consumer satisfaction has only risen 7% 
across those same categories

Consumer expectations have 
risen by 28% across 68 categories

price of implementation, usage, 
service, repairs, and employee  

buy-in. Many of these  
concerns will be 

discussed later on, but it is important to keep 
ROI top of mind when deciding on a loyalty 
solution. 

The restaurant loyalty landscape is vast with 
54.8 million loyalty program members in 2015, 
a 107% increase over 2014.4 Additionally, over 
90% of consumers would be likely to sign up 
for a loyalty program at their favorite fast food 
or dining restaurant, which showcases the 
enormous untapped potential.5 Again, 
technology plays a significant role in the 
customer experience at quick service 
restaurants (QSR) and fast casual (FC). 
Approximately 80% of consumers use their 
smartphones while at QSR and FC to find 
coupons, check progress toward a reward, and 
for social functions.6 In addition to this, 59.2% 
of consumers already have a QSR or FC app on 
their phones.7 Some of the top app features 
described by consumers are real-time deals 
and discounts, promo codes, personalized 
rewards, and the ability to order through the 
app.8 Investment in technology opens up a 
variety of channels where the customer’s 
dining experience can be lengthened and 
enhanced while in-store. The Taco Bell Explore 
app allows customers to solve puzzles in order 
to unlock rewards. The gamification of the 
digital experience allows interaction outside of 
the very short dining experience characteristic 

of a QSR and gives customers a call-to action 
(reward redemption) to bring them back  

into the restaurant. 
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THE RESTAURANT LOYALTY LANDSCAPE

2014 2015

25.6 million

54.8 million

There was a 107% increase in loyalty members in 
the U.S. between 2014 & 2015

90%
of consumers would be willing  
to sign up for a loyalty program  
at their favorite QSR or FC 

80%
of consumers use their  

smartphones while at QSR  
or FC restaurants

59.2%
of consumers already have a 
QSR or FC app  
on their phone
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TOP APP FEATURES

Real-time deals & discounts

Promo codes

Personalized rewards

In-app ordering

Social functions

Check progress toward a reward



While the volume of  
potential loyal diners is 

exponentially increasing,  
there is still work to be done  
in maintaining loyalty. About  

58% of consumers do not  
remain engaged in loyalty  

programs because rewards are  
irrelevant, difficult to understand,  

or not easy to redeem.9 As previously  
mentioned, consumers have high  

brand expectations and a variety of  
options when purchasing any good  

or service. Therefore, the rewards  
offered must be something the  

consumer actually wants and views as  
a worthwhile endeavor. One of the  

biggest problems with loyalty programs  
is the churn rate, with only 54% of loyalty 

program participants being active. In  
addition to the types of rewards offered,  

many loyal customers can become  
disengaged if the reward seems unattainable. 

For example, a customer should not have to

purchase 20 coffees at your cafe in order to 
receive one for free. The customer should be 
able to achieve a reward in no more than 6 
months, or 5-6 visits for most QSRs.10 
Additionally, the monetary value of the reward 
should be 5-10% of the amount the customer 
must spend in order to redeem it to ensure 
that you are still profiting from the interaction.
11 Therefore, if a customer must spend $100 to 
reach a reward, that reward should be valued 
somewhere between $5-$10 in order for it to 
be appealing to the customer, but not a 
burden on your bottom line. The number of 
required visits needed, or amount spent 
should be adjusted to reflect the amount of 
your average basket size. For example, if your 
average basket size is $10, then your customer 
should instead be eligible for a reward when 
they spend $50-$60, which reflects the 5-6 visit 
rule of thumb for QSRs. The finish line must be 
in sight and must be valuable in order to 
motivate repeat visits. Methods to remedy 
these situations will be discussed in more 
detail later on.

LOYALTY IS  A  NEED,  NOT A WANT
In order to effectively implement a loyalty 
solution, it should first be considered an 
extension of the existing marketing plan, rather 
than a siloed endeavor. With loyal customers 
spending 67% more than new customers,12 it 
seems logical to put marketing dollars behind a 
loyalty platform as it allows the dining 
experience to become cyclical. In addition to 
the rapid increase of loyalty program members

Loyal customers spend 67% 
more than new customers

mentioned earlier, it is also important to note 
that for the first time since 1990, U.S. 
consumers are spending more on restaurants 
and dining out than on groceries.13 By the end 
of 2016, restaurant-related sales will account 
for 4% of the nation’s gross domestic product.
14 Therefore, the potential benefits are three-
pronged: greater potential number of loyal 
customers, who dine more frequently, and 
spend more money during their dining 
experience. As these factors build upon one 
another, the return on investment of a loyalty 
platform increases exponentially.
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One of the concerns mentioned earlier was 
cost of implementation. Even coupled with 
potentially high ROI, rolling out a loyalty 
platform across an enterprise can be costly. 
Legacy loyalty programs provide little flexibility 
and are often costly to implement and even 
more costly to iterate because of their 
completely customized nature. Therefore, 
opting for a more flexible platform that allows 
for speed to market and flexibility to iterate as 
often as needed is more cost-effective in the 
long run. In addition to lower financial costs, 
integrating into existing systems also eases the 
employee buy-in. This way, employees do not 
feel that an entirely new technological system is 
an additional burden on their day-to-day 
operations. Amount of time spent on training 
will be reduced and the incorporation of loyalty 
will be more seamless both internally and 
externally.

According to a survey  
conducted by the National  
Restaurant Association, 50%  
of U.S. consumers use their  
smartphones to redeem rewards  
or deals.15 This, coupled with the  
use of smartphones while at QSR  
and/or FC restaurants previously  
mentioned, creates the opportunity  
to reach consumers at a variety of  
touch points. As consumers begin to  
expect more from brands and loyalty  
becomes more difficult to acquire and 
maintain, consistent messaging and  
communication becomes paramount.  
The following section discusses how  
restaurant loyalty should be 
implemented to best engage consumers  
and boost ROI.

WHAT SHOULD RESTAURANT  
LOYALTY LOOK LIKE?

Restaurants should aim to forge 1:1, personalized relationships with consumers that are consistent 
from the brand level all the way down to an individual location. To do this, restaurants must first 
show loyalty to their customers by giving them rewards they want, when they want them. Only then 
will the customer be driven to reciprocate that same loyalty. The following helps to leverage your 
loyalty platform and maximize its potential.

Tiered System of 
Rewards

Access the Right Touch Points, 
At the Right Times

Loyalty Should Permeate 
the Organization
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with your brand outside of the restaurant, to 
those who advocate to their social circles. 
Therefore, not all loyal customers are created 
equal and their rewards shouldn’t be either. 
Just as an infrequent customer can become 
more loyal through reward personalization and 
positive brand interactions, a loyal customer 
can also lose interest and regress to an 
infrequent customer. The customer journey is

Customers

Loyal Customers

Advocates

Customers can move between occasional customers, loyal customers, and advocates.

not linear, and neither is their relationship with 
your brand. While the goal is to bring the 
customers on the outskirts into the inner circle, 
brands must work to keep their inner circle 
happy, as they are the biggest advocates. The 
most loyal customers should be rewarded with 
something extra special, but all customers 
should have some type of reward in sight. 

Reward recipients are 2x more likely to refer a 
new customer immediately after receiving a 
reward.16 The more a loyal customer feels 
rewarded, the more likely they are to bring

TIERED SYSTEM OF REWARDS

While loyal customers are different from one-
time customers, there are also distinctions 
within the group of loyal customers. It is best to 
think of loyalty as stepping stones, beginning 
with those who dine in your restaurant once 
per week, to those who additionally interact

therefore lower ROI of a new customer.  

Many loyalty programs operate under the 
“blanket reward” system for all customers. One 
example would be, “Dine in 4 Times, Receive 
Your 5th Entree Free.” Not only is this 
potentially costly to the business, but it does 
nothing to differentiate Person A who dines in 
once per week, from Person B who dines in

bluebybelly.com

• Customers can fluctuate from occasional to   loyal to advocates 

• There are varying levels of loyalty 
• Your advocates are your most valuable 

customers

new, and potentially 
loyal, business to your 
restaurant, vast ly 
d e c r e a s i n g t h e 
amount of marketing 
dollars you will put 
toward customer 
acquisition. Plus, your 
most loyal customers 
d i n e i n m o r e 
frequently, spend 
more, and tell their 
friends, so the impact 
of retaining just one 
c u s t o m e r i s 
incremental in value 
in comparison to the 
acquisition cost and



Great food and service are important building 
blocks for customer loyalty. However, those 
factors alone are not enough to maintain 
loyalty within an ever-changing landscape. 
While engaging a customer during the dining 
experience may bring them back a second 
time, it’s the engagement once they’ve left the 
restaurant that will build and maintain loyalty to 
your brand. Speaking to your customers 
through their preferred channels is crucial, but 
can be difficult to pinpoint without the correct 
data. Loyalty programs capture not only your 
customer ’s favor i te order , but a lso 
transactional data and social intelligence to 
paint a more robust picture of your customer, 
allowing for optimization of marketing channels 
and messages. 

After selecting the correct marketing channels, 
use the customer data to create personalized 
messages. This is where you can distinguish 
new customers from loyal customers from 
your advocates and create custom messaging 
for each audience. Perhaps the most difficult

ACCESS THE RIGHT TOUCH POINTS,  
AT THE RIGHT TIMES

gap to bridge is that from customer, new or 
infrequent, to loyal customer. One way to 
address this is to send a “bring back” 
promotion after a customer’s visit. It is key to 
ensure that your message is relevant and 
meaningful to this customer as they are not yet 
a loyal patron. By linking your message with 
their most recent experience, and pairing it 
with a call-to-action, whether it be a return visit 
for a free item, or asking the customer to 
engage on social media, it exhibits your loyalty 
to this customer relationship, thus laying the 
foundation for that customer to reciprocate 
and become loyal to your brand. For 
customers who have lapsed, or gone from loyal 
to infrequent, it is important to have a strategy 
to win them back. With the booming 
competitive landscape and changing consumer 
demands, it will be possible for customers to 
vacillate between infrequency and loyalty. 
Therefore it is imperative to have the ability to 
differentiate your most loyal customers from 
everyone else as they pose the greatest threat 
to revenue loss. Forrester found that most 
loyalty programs “come up short when it comes 
to soft benefits like unique experiences, 
recognition based on customer preferences, 
and enhanced customer service: Less than half 
of programs leverage experiential benefits or

“[Loyalty programs] come up short 
when it comes to soft benefits like 
unique experiences, recognition 

based on customer preferences, and 
enhanced customer service.” 

-Forrester

once per week and loves your brand and talks 
about you to their social circles. While they are 
both dining in at the same frequency, Person B 
will offer a more significant return on 
investment in the long run and exemplifies why 
e n g a g e m e n t i s s o i m p o r t a n t . N o t 
differentiating your most loyal customers and 
extending the same loyalty experience to both 
Person A and B can be damaging to the 
customer relationship. Providing a VIP 
experience to your most loyal customers is of 
high value to the guest, and low cost to your 
business.
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of customers would  
recommend a brand to others 

after interacting on social media

media.18 This is a  
great way to deepen  
the loyalty roots and ensure  
that your most loyal customers also  
become your advocates. Once a customer  
is considered loyal, the effort doesn’t stop 
there. Loyalty solutions should iterate in real-
time to keep up with changing consumer 
demands and behavior because a loyal 
customer today can easily pledge allegiance to 
a competitor tomorrow. Because customers 
have a plethora of options, generating and 
maintaining loyalty should be included in the 
overall marketing plan, with an emphasis on 
developing the 1:1 relationship between the 
brand and the consumer. 

LOYALTY SHOULD PERMEATE THE  
ORGANIZATION

While customer experience is, and should be, a 
main focus of any loyalty platform, it can be 
greatly impacted by the employee involvement. 
One concern about implementing a loyalty 
solution is getting the employee buy-in that is 
so crucial for its success. Disengaged 
employees can negatively impact revenue, 
customer retention, and brand image. 
Enthusiasm for the brand must begin within 
the organization in order to effectively reach 
and resonate with the target audience. The 
mission and goals of the loyalty platform 
should be made clear to all employees, and 
they should also be rewarded for their 
advocacy and participation.  

The support from employees can help with 
meeting consumer expectations by delivering 
an end-to-end brand experience. Also 
important to consider is the role of loyalty

recognition-based rewards.”17 In order to 
remedy this problem, collecting data that 
allows you to segment your customer 
population is key, particularly in anticipation of 
any potential change externally, or internally 
within the organization, that could alter 
customer behavior. For example, after a variety 
of sequential health scares, many loyal Chipotle 
customers stopped visiting the restaurants and 
stopped trusting the brand. Unfortunately, 
Chipotle did not have the appropriate data  
to identify their previously loyal customers who 
had not returned to their restaurants in order 
to provide them with custom messaging and 
offers. As a result, they sent blanket offers to all 
customers, which was ineffective at ensuring 
the return of their revenue-driving loyalists, nor 
did it extend an olive branch to begin 
rebuilding trust. 

Maintaining engagement with customers who 
are loyal and already seeking out your brand 
may seem like an easier feat than transforming 
new customers into loyal ones, but it requires 
just as much work and attention. Gathering 
customer  feedback is a great way to make 
customers feel as if they’re an integral part of 
your business while also generating valuable 
information for the business itself. Another way 
to engage consumers outside of the dining 
experience is on social media with interactions 
such as Liking your Facebook page, or referring 
a friend. The Internet Advertising Bureau found 
that 90% of consumers would recommend a 
brand to others after interacting on social  

90% 
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Companies face an annual loss of $300 billion as a result of failing 
to meet expectations related to the customer experience.

level strategy for loyalty is the thread that 
brings it all together. In a study out of Frost & 
Sullivan, it was found that companies face an 
annual loss of $300 billion as a result of failing 
to meet expectations related to the customer 
experience.19 Providing an omnichannel 
experience aligned with consumer preferences 
is a key brand differentiator.

POTENTIAL IMPACT:  
WHY IS  THIS  IMPORTANT ?

Often times, it is difficult to remember that it 
takes more than customer acquisition to drive 
revenue and promote a new restaurant 
location. However, research has found that it 
costs 4-10 times more to acquire a new 
customer than it does to retain one. While 
efforts should still be made to acquire new 
customers, it is even more important to 
maintain a loyal following. As little as a 5% 
increase in customer retention can produce as 
much as a 100% increase in annual profit.20 An 
increase in retention leads to an increase in 
overall profits and an exponential return on 
investment. The large increase in potential

annual profit results from the average loyal 
customer spending $2.14 more per visit than 
other customers.21 In addition to this, 82% of  
loyal customers referred at least one person.22 
This means that just 100 loyal customers can 
bring an additional 82 customers, and those 
customers can then become loyal and refer 
additional customers, and so forth. The return 
on investment on a loyalty platform that allows 
for full visibility of your customer profiles and 
thus personalization of their experience is 
much less costly in the long run when 
considering the potential return on investment.

CONCLUSION
It is undeniable that technology is changing the way brands interact with consumers, especially 
restaurants that have a quicker in-store experience. While adoption of a loyalty solution may 
seem like a daunting task in terms of cost and implementation, the ROI can be exponential. The 
amount  of customer data acquired from a loyalty platform allows brands to hone in on 
personalized messaging, while understanding consumer expectations and behavior. The most 
successful loyalty programs are those that are able to iterate and keep up with changing 
demands. When executed well, brands can transform infrequent customers into their most loyal 
advocates.

within the marketing plan and that the ‘earn 
and burn’ model of rewards is antiquated. 
While technology implementation is an 
important investment when developing a 
marketing strategy, loyalty boils down to 
relationships. Those relationships are 
undoubtedly enhanced and better managed 
through the appropriate technology, but high
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BLUE by Belly is a platform-first loyalty solution for enterprise retailers. 
Unlike traditional loyalty solutions, BLUE’s adaptability ensures you’re 
one step ahead of consumer demands. Its flexible design brings you to 
market faster with real-time access, real-time action to future proof your 
loyalty solution for years to come.   

Collect first-party loyalty data to understand who your customers really 
are, manage earn and burn of customer points in real time and deliver 
consistent experiences across all channels. BLUE integrates with internal 
and external systems to create customized solutions for any brand. 

To learn more, visit: bluebybelly.com
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