What Consumers Say (Isn’t Always What They Do) 

Click Here to Buy the Full Consumer Survey Report Online Now!
Results from the 2007 QSR® Consumer Survey reveal that customers value consistency, healthy menus, accessible locations, and speed. By Brian Baker 

The 2007 QSR® Consumer Survey reveals trends that could be used to better understand the future of the industry. The key is to determine which trends are fads and which will result in long-term changes in consumer behavior. Equally puzzling is trying to understand the differences between what consumers think, and how they behave. 

Why and When They Visit 

What drives consumers to quick-service? According to the majority of respondents, mood is the number-one driver, followed by the desire for convenience. Cost figured into the decision-making process, too. Fifty-five percent of those surveyed said price factored into their decision to eat quick-service. Other contributing factors cited were taste, kids menu options; and food quality. Also mentioned were ratio of salads to burgers, choice in toppings and breads, and corporate policy. 
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The time of day when consumers eat at quick-serves has not changed considerably: nearly the same number of respondents indicated that they are most likely to eat lunch at a quick-service in 2007 (57 percent) as in 2006 (56 percent) and 2005 (58 percent). Although breakfast seems to be the current focus to generate new same-store business, those who are most likely to visit a quick-serve restaurant at breakfast did not change significantly either (8 percent in both 2006 and 2007, up from 6 percent in 2005). Since data suggests that business during the breakfast daypart is indeed growing in quick-serves, this might be our first indication that many consumers now might well be eating breakfast in addition to lunch—without a subsequent reflection of this change appearing in the survey. see chart 1 

How Often They Visit 
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According to the 1,000 respondents to the survey, the average number of meals eaten at a quick-serve over the past 60 days was eight. The majority of respondents, however, say they have dined five or fewer times at a quick-service restaurant during that period, and more than 76 percent say they have dined at a quick-serve 10 or fewer times within the last 60 days. When asked how many times per week they eat at a quick-serve, however, the majority (52.5 percent) indicated two or more visits, which would be at least 16 times within a 60-day period. This funny [image: image1.png]Which of the folwing atibues mosnfence
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math from a group of respondents where nearly 90 percent have had education beyond high school and over 40 percent had either undergraduate or graduate degrees, might be a subtle indicator that there is still a negative connotation in our society regarding fast food, resulting in a reluctance to recognize just how many meals we actually are eating out. Even as educated adults (average age of respondents was 42), we appear to be influenced by peer pressure—in this case, a media-fueled mentality that fast food is analogous to unsophisticated, cheap, unhealthy, uncaring food service. As such, although we have our guilty pleasures, we might be a bit shy about admitting to them due to a pereived social stigma that may be associated with eating fast food. see chart 2 
Food Quality and Service 

In regards to the quality of food and service received, most respondents related positive experiences. In that area, 45 percent perceived customer service favorably (only 8 percent viewed it negatively), and more than half believe the menus at fast-food restaurants are healthier now than three years ago. Twenty-nine percent of the consumers surveyed feel the quality of food is superior to that of three years ago (versus only 11 percent who believe the quality has become worse), and over one-third believe quick-serve restaurants have improved overall versus 12 percent who do not agree with that statement. It is possible that these metrics reflect a perceived improvement, but that as an industry quick-serves still need to do more to actually deliver healthy, quality food. see chart 3 

Brand Awareness
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Management textbooks have long applauded McDonald’s for its ability to provide the same food experience at every restaurant. This is supported by the 2007 consumer survey, where McDonald’s was, for the second year running, considered by consumers to be the brand that delivers the most consistent and reliable quality from one restaurant to the next. Subway and Wendy’s followed McDonald’s closely on this attribute, which can be viewed as a testament to the overall effectiveness of these three organizations in managing consistent quality, as they are also three of the largest brands in terms of total number of restaurants in operation. see chart 4 
Consumer Loyalty 

Nearly two-thirds of respondents indicated that they have loyalty toward one brand over another. Among those indicating that they have loyalty to a brand, McDonald’s was most chosen (21 percent), followed by Wendy’s (16 percent), and Subway and Burger King (both 10 percent). 

When the respondents were asked why they frequented a particular quick-serve, menu and atmosphere were among the most frequently cited reasons. 

As the brand that most consistently delivers reliable quality, and as the brand most consumers are loyal to, McDonald’s seems a safe bet for favorite fast food, right? As Lee Corso, ESPN college football analyst would say, “Not so fast my friend!” McDonald’s was actually the second most-frequently cited as “favorite” quick-serve. Interestingly, McDonald’s was also the brand most frequently cited when asked which was the consumers’ least favorite. This might be an indication of several things but is most likely a reflection of the fact that, as the industry giant, McDonald’s is the quick-service most likely to garner a strong opinion from consumers, either positively or negatively. 

The favorite brand for the second straight year is Wendy’s—third in delivering consistent quality, a distant tie for second in healthy menu options, and second in brand loyalty. see chart 5 
Menu Options 
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When it comes to nutrition and diet, 67 percent of respondents reported that they are watching one or more things. Forty-two percent of those were watching calories, and another 34 percent were watching fat grams. These results are consistent with 2006, although there was an increase in the number of respondents who were not watching dietary concerns at all. Consumers are also monitoring their intake of sugar, sodium, proteins (and gluten/wheat). see chart 6 

More than half (54 percent) of the consumers polled believe that Subway offers the healthiest menu options. Clearly the years of marketing invested to build Subway’s image as the healthy choice have paid off, as the next closest brands were Panera Bread and Wendy’s, each with 8 percent. see chart 7 

While sodas led the beverage field, cheeseburgers topped subs as the preferred sandwich of quick-service customers in 2007, a shift from 2006 when sub sandwiches topped the most-likely-to-order list. Fries and onion rings held their top-five spot, though, as did the grilled chicken sandwich. Interestingly, the old stand-by status of the plain hamburgers appears to be waning. Last year 31 percent named the burger their top choice. This year less than half that number did. see charts 8, 9 

Conclusions 

Even at a favorite brand, demand in quick-serve at any particular restaurant is situational based. It is often a matter of being in the right place at the right time. This is one reason why site selection is so critical. How often do you end up at one quick-serve over another simply because making a right turn into its parking lot is easier than making a left across heavy traffic? When asked to rank the most important reasons why they choose one fast-food restaurant over another, 70 percent said “what I’m in the mood for” was either the most or second most important criteria, and another 59 percent said “convenience and speed” was first or second most important. On the other end of that spectrum, 15 percent of respondents said they stopped going to a specific restaurant after just one bad experience. It is therefore apparent that, now more than ever, successful operators need to be among the best at running an effective, efficient business. 

