
You want recurring revenue? Focus on loyalty over new. Marketing wisdom suggests that it 

costs five times more to recruit a new customer versus keeping a loyal one. The challenge 

for restaurants, however, is that consumers now have immediate access to broad choices 

and their expectations for brand interaction are growing fast. Customer loyalty has become 

a moving target. The good news is that the same technologies that empower consumers 

— mobile, social and location-based — can also help restaurants build loyalty. HT talks to 

NCR’s Sherry Shirah, director of consumer engagement solutions, for guidance.
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Convert Choice-Loving  
Consumers into Loyal Guests
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The same digital technologies that enable freedom-of-choice 
can be used to build lucrative guest loyalty

HT: What are some ways restaurants might use tech-

nology to turn first-time customers into loyal regulars?

SS: You get one chance to make a first im-
pression. Make it good and you’re more 
likely to see that customer again. In a table 
service environment, this means seating 
guests efficiently and giving people the 
power to pay when they choose. For exam-
ple, capturing a guest’s mobile number at 
the host stand would allow the restaurant 
to send a text message that alerts guests 
when their table is ready and also lets them 
view and pay their check in real-time from 
their mobile device through a link provided 
in the text message.  

In a QSR, mobile ordering and payment 
can be placed right in your customers’ 
hands, improving order accuracy by giving 
them more control over the process. It also 
creates a fast and simple transaction, elimi-
nating the need to pull out a loyalty or credit 
card. One of our largest quick service cus-
tomers attributes significant revenue growth 
to the launch of their consumer mobile app.

HT: Restaurants are increasingly seeking to inte-

grate social media into a formal loyalty program. 

How can this integration deepen customer loyalty?

SS: This type of technology is available and 
we’re seeing more and more restaurants 
implement it — not only for operators to 
spread the good reviews and drive busi-
ness, but also to rectify and mitigate poten-

tial lost business. If the customer’s experi-
ence was great, why not make it easier for 
them to share that great experience right 
away via social channels? If the experience 
was not so great, having a mobile connec-
tion with your customers allows you to cap-
ture details from the customer’s point of 
view and intervene by delivering a coupon, 
rewards or other messaging to communi-
cate your concern and willingness to fix.

HT: Are you seeing location-aware technology  

being used by restaurants?

SS: Location awareness is definitely a trend-
ing topic, and there are many ways res-
taurants can leverage its capabilities, for 
example through the use of beacons. What 
makes this technology truly valuable, how-
ever, is how knowledge can be gathered 
and used to drive more consumer interac-
tion with the brand and greater business 
intelligence. For example, a customer can 
place an order on a smart phone, and upon 
arriving at the restaurant, location-aware 
technology senses the customer’s arrival, 
greeting him with a personalized message 
on a digital signage display, and automati-
cally sending his order to the kitchen. Lo-
cation-aware technology can also recognize 
when the customer departs and alert the 
store system to send a notification or email 
thanking them for visiting, offering a return 
visit coupon. 

 HT: How can a restaurant prioritize the multiple 

opportunities that are all competing for IT spend?

SS: Successful adoption of consumer en-
gagement technology requires integrating 
mobile ordering, loyalty and payment into one 
application, creating a single-branded app 
versus using disparate channels. It’s equally 
important to align the technology to the pri-
mary business challenge, which can vary 
from restaurant to restaurant. For example, a 
restaurant focused on improving throughput 
should consider prioritizing the integration of 
mobile payment and loyalty to speed up lines.

New service models will also have a sig-
nificant impact on technology spend. As 
quick-serve restaurants implement tech-
nology that lets consumers check in and 
pick up their food in the drive thru, at the 
front counter or even curbside, correspond-
ing changes have to be made to the POS, 
kitchen software and other SaaS apps to 
support this new model.

 
HT: How can restaurants measure ROI for  

customer engagement technologies?

SS: The kind of data made available 
through consumer engagement technolo-
gies should make it easier to quantify im-
pact. For example, How many coupons are 
being redeemed? What kind? By whom? 
How many orders are placed and paid on 
mobile devices? What is the average check 
size, what are they buying and is that check 
size growing on average based on person-
alized offers? Having this kind of data elimi-
nates the need to guess based on assump-
tions and enables you to market smarter 
based on real activity in real time.  HT 
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