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Retailers can learn a lot from quick-service restaurants in delivering a satisfying customer

experience. Chipotle leverages first-party data for more personalized and predictive o�ers,
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while Sweetgreen experiments with new formats and technologies to provide a more

omnichannel experience. Plus, Starbucks has proven that brand loyalty can go a long way

even when making changes.

1. Leverage �rst-party data to drive personalization

Last year, 60% of Chipotle’s rewards program promotions were personalized, CEO Brian

Niccol said on a February 2023 earnings call.

This year, Chipotle launched its Freepotle program, which o�ers each rewards member 10

personalized free rewards throughout the year, including free guacamole, beverages, or chips.

Not only has this program helped drive new membership, it also provides Chipotle with

valuable customer data that can be used for even more personalized o�ers.

“[We are] taking all the analytics and the insights that we are seeing and figuring out how we

commercialize those learnings in a way that’s very personalized for the individual,” said Niccol

on a recent earnings call. “So a simple example, the suggestive sell: When you get ready to

check out, if we know historically you buy a Mexican Coke [with your order] and we don’t see

a Mexican Coke in your basket, the suggestive sell will be a Mexican Coke.”

Looking ahead, Chipotle wants to personalize the entire customer journey. “How do we do this

throughout the user experience, from the moment you enter, [throughout] your ordering

process, the moment you’re trying to pay, and on your way out? ”

The takeaway: Brands and retailers should use their loyalty programs as a data collection

tool, testing out what customers do and don’t like, and using that to fuel further

personalization.

2. Don’t be afraid to experiment with new formats

Sweetgreen is using automation and technology to help provide a more omnichannel

experience.

In May, the salad chain opened its first automated location, Infinite Kitchen, in Naperville,

Illinois, which will not only help the company cut down on labor costs but also improve the

customer experience inside the store, according to CNBC.

https://finance.yahoo.com/news/chipotle-mexican-grill-inc-nyse-205812631.html
https://www.insiderintelligence.com/content/omnichannel-approaches-getting-complete-customer-view
https://www.cnbc.com/2023/06/24/inside-sweetgreens-first-automated-location-plans-to-take-tech-nationwide.html
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Customers order using one of five tablets set up in the middle of the store or by placing an

order on the Sweetgreen app. Unlike normal Sweetgreen locations, customers won’t have to

wait 10 to 15 minutes for mobile orders to be ready.

The store also features a large digital menu board, which displays recommendations for new

customers, helping them navigate through Sweetgreens’ extensive o�erings. An employee is

also around to help.

Sweetgreen has also opened its first order ahead, drive-up format, where customers can

place their order through the app or website and then pick it up using the “sweetlane” drive-

thru. This is in addition to the traditional dine-in and pick-up options.

In September, the restaurant chain also opened its loyalty program to in-store rewards, which

account for nearly 50% of sales, per Restaurant Business Online.

The takeaway: Give your customers what they want by leaning into the channels and formats

they want to interact with. New technology can help streamline operations, but don’t forget

about the importance of a human touch.

3. True loyalty endures

Often lauded as one of the best loyalty programs, Starbucks Rewards boasts 75 million

members worldwide, according to the company.

But US customers’ loyalty was put to the test when Starbucks announced it would make some

changes to its loyalty program late last year, raising the point threshold for some rewards and

lowering it for others.

While there was initial outcry over the changes, Starbucks increased its rewards membership

in the US by 15% in the quarter ending June 30, 2023 to reach 31.4 million members.

“Another proof point of our continued demand is the ongoing success of our Starbucks

Rewards program, which ended the quarter achieving records on many fronts, a record

number of active members, spend per member, and total member spend,” said Rachel

Ruggeri, executive vice president and CFO, in a Q3 earnings call.

In addition, Starbucks Rewards members drove 57% of tender for the second consecutive

quarter, up 3 percentage points from the prior year, according to CEO Laxman Narasimhan.

https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20221114005272/en/sweetgreen-Opens-First-Order-Ahead-Drive-up-Format-%E2%80%9Csweetlane%E2%80%9D
https://www.restaurantbusinessonline.com/operations/sweetgreens-loyalty-program-finally-includes-rewards-store-orders
https://www.insiderintelligence.com/content/how-apple-birkenstock-taco-bell-earn-consumer-trust-loyalty
https://content-na1.emarketer.com/starbucks-rewards-devaluation-risks-dampening-mobile-wallet-growth
https://www.businessinsider.com/some-starbucks-customers-are-furious-about-rewards-program-changes-2022-12
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“Let me just highlight something about our loyal customers: … Our active Starbucks Rewards

members … come in more frequently, they buy more. And interestingly enough … we actually

see [them buying] our largest sizes over our smaller sizes,” said Narasimhan.

The takeaway: A strong foundation of trust can go a long way, especially when brands need

to make changes. Investing in your customers can be more than just a loyalty play—it can

boost the bottom line.

 

This was originally featured in the Retail Daily newsletter. For more retail insights, statistics,

and trends, subscribe here.
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