Save room for dessert
Enhancing a restaurant's reputation and revenues with upselling
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The technique of upselling might best be summed up with this old saying: It's not what you say but how you say it. 
While upselling can be an effective way to increase check sizes, if done incorrectly, it instead could sour a guest to the experience and the restaurant. 
"If your purpose of the upsell is to push the register, then it's probably shortsighted," said Tom Miner, principal at Technomic, a research, consulting and marketing firm. Upselling, which Miner calls the "the stepchild of the guest experience," actually can be a key marketing tool. 

And whether a restaurant is an upscale or quick-service one, the act of upselling requires a nuanced approach. 

"We don't push upselling," said Lance Shorr, general manager of Kuleto's, an upscale-casual restaurant in San Francisco that is part of the Kimpton hotel and restaurant chain. "It's incorporated into the presentation at the table." 

	

	Subway has found great upselling success through the use of touchscreen ordering kiosks. 


Shorr, whose restaurant serves northern Italian fare, stressed that the purpose of upselling is to enhance the guest experience. A server who is upselling correctly, Shorr said, will share new items with the guest that he hadn't known of or thought about. For example, when a guest orders a vodka tonic, a server will present the various high-end brands, the idea being that, "It's our job as service staff to give people the best experience we can." 

Shorr said upselling has to be second nature for the staff. There are certain trigger points during the meal when a waiter will try to upsell. When a server comes to the table for the first time, for example, he might, in the hope of whetting the patron's appetite, ask the patron if he wants an appetizer. 

"A lot of times the guest needs to be guided along, and they should be," Shorr said, adding that the best waiters will tell their guests to save room for dessert. Still, there's an appropriate way to do so, because hard-selling products only puts people off, he said. One way a restaurant can hurt itself is if a patron buys an upsold item and then feels bad about spending too much later, Technomic's Miner said. Such a tactic "can be hazardous," he said, because that patron, who has an idea of how much he wants to spend, could begin thinking of that restaurant in a new price category and cut it out from his dining repertoire. 

When done correctly, it's a boon for sales. Upselling is a "measurable" revenue enhancer that can add 2 percent to 3 percent per check average, per table, Shorr said. 

Upselling can be especially lucrative in the quick-service category, where it can be used more frequently due to lower check averages. It's also easier to control in the QSR arena and appears to have less impact on the frequency of consumers, Miner said. 

Yet even in quick-service upselling, some subtlety should be employed. 

"There's always a balancing act between consumers' wants and needs and our wants and needs as an operator," said John Gilbert, vice president of marketing at Canton, Mass.-based Dunkin' Donuts, a quick-service coffee and doughnut chain with more than 6,000 stores worldwide. 

Gilbert said servers are trained to ask customers if they would like a complimentary item. If they order a coffee in the morning, they're asked if they want a breakfast sandwich. If they order an iced latte, they're asked if they want a flavored donut. Consequently, there's a component of logic involved in the upselling, he said. 

"You have to complete the order," Gilbert said. 

While such upselling is more common in the quick-service niche, it's also harder for sellers to execute because of the flow of traffic and the need to quickly circulate customers through the ordering process. 

One mechanism that has improved upselling is point-of-purchase materials that do the upselling, instead of employees, by illuminating combination meals on boards behind the registers, for example. 

Technology ultimately could take upselling to a whole new level. Kiosks, which carry the customer through the ordering process with graphic touchscreens, are beginning to have a presence among quick-service chains, and one of the reasons for that is upselling. Peter Kaszycki's kiosk company, Pro-Tech of Suwanee, Ga., is working with Burger King, Arby's and its biggest client, Subway, of Milford, Conn., which has almost 24,000 stores around the world. Subway franchises in four states and Puerto Rico have begun using the kiosks. 

"As a result of the inherent upsell, we are achieving a 28-percent increase in the check average," Kaszycki said of the kiosks. 

Bob Grewal, an owner-operator of nine Subways in the Los Angeles area, installed four kiosks in one store just two months ago in the Los Angeles area and plans to install two each at two more stores. Average checks have increased by 30 cents to 40 cents at the store currently using the four kiosks. Of customers using the kiosks, 45 percent to 50 percent of them are being persuaded by the kiosks' upselling, he said. 

Why does such upselling work? Because the kiosk directs customers through every step in the ordering process, asking them all the questions that quick-service servers do not have time to ask, Grewal said. And customers always know what they are buying and what they are spending because the prices are right there next to the add-ons, such as avocado, bacon, double meat or double cheese. 

Kaszycki said he asks people in exit surveys if they realized they ordered more than they originally intended. Their answer? They hadn't realized the upsold items, like extra cheese, were available for 50 cents more.

