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VIP Memberships: A New Way of Marketing

BREAKING NEWS / APRIL 13, 2011

READ MORE One of the first things to go in a down economy is a non-necessity like

w eating out. But what’s a restaurant to do when sales drop and fewer

Marketing customers show up? VIP memberships. These incentive programs reward

M Coments loyal diners for their patronage, resulting in higher sales and lasting
relationships. They turn one-time diners into regulars.

€ Lie Greg St. Claire, owner and president of Avenir Restaurant Group, which
L&) Tweet owns nine restaurants in California, started a loyalty program in 20009.
8 Bz “We feel one of the most important things is to recognize our customers,”

St. Claire says. Avenir customers earn a point for each dollar spent, with
= Email 100 points earning a $5 credit, plus a $25 discount on their birthdays and
& Print anniversaries.

Espartaco Borga, owner and chef at La Duni, a group of four Latin
American restaurants in Dallas, started a similar program: Inner Circle,
where patrons earn one point per dollar spent, and a $25 gift certificate
for every 250 points.

“It’s such a better use of marketing dollars,” explains Borga, who prefers
to spend resources on existing customers rather than an unknown
clientele. “When people are deciding where to go, they first try to choose
the restaurant that’s going to give them rewards. If that’s not possible,
they’ll go somewhere else.” Borga says customers who used to come twice
a month, now come three or four times for the rewards.

Getting the Word Out

To create a successful membership, people must be aware it exists. “First,
you've got to get the waiters on board,” Borga says. “They’re the first line
of sales and the key to success because they can constantly remind
customers.”

Borga cautions that waiters need an incentive to tell customers about the
program. He suggests creating competing teams and rewarding winners,
while also rewarding waiters individually. At La Duni, whenever a $25
gift certificate is reached, the waiter gets $5 to spend at the restaurant.

Word of mouth alone isn’t enough. Borga sends out event-driven email
blasts and prints reminders on checks. Similarly, St. Claire sends out
promotional emails bumping up rewards, offering discounts on take-out
food and the ability to purchase wine at restaurant cost to fill personal
wine cellars.

Success Without Discounts

Borga says La Duni’s regular customer base has doubled since instituting
Inner Circle, resulting in a 30 percent increase in sales. Avenir has seen
similar success.
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Our sales have consistently grown year after year even during this last
economic meltdown,” says St. Claire, who prefers rewarding patronage
rather than offering discounts, like many restaurants have done with the
recent Groupon craze.

“I't can actually tarnish your reputation and does not build a loyal
clientele,” St. Claire says. “They cater to people who are always looking
for a deal. The week you run [a discount] you may have [more
customers], but the next week they are going after the new discount. I
don’t think that is a way to build a loyal clientele.”

St. Claire warns that the reward dollars given back can seem like a big
expense off the bottom line. At one location alone Avenir gave back over
$35,000 in rewards. “You have to remember all the other dollars that
came in to get those rewards,” he says St. La Duni issues about $20,000 a
month on awards.

Ensuring Success

Both restaurateurs feel keeping things simple is key. “At the beginning, we
had six levels of awards and it was very confusing,” Borga says. “Don't
complicate the program.”

“We modeled ours after the simplicity of REI,” St. Claire says. “I
encourage restaurant owners to integrate the program through POS
systems, in addition to having online access to guest balances and keeping
rewards program information current on a Web site.”

Lastly, remember: Successful VIP memberships require time. “It takes
about two years for waiters and managers to embrace it and for
customers to understand it,” Borga says. “Patience and perseverance, like
anything else, is most important.”

By Kate Parham

oma (i [oisous -

Add New Comment Login

! Please wait...

Showing 0 comments Sort by popular now %

M Subscribe by email S RSS

With MWare® Balance compostable
solutions, you're able to do more.
Mware® Balance cup stock is
made from all-natural, renewable
materials.

CLICK HERE

to see our new |
educational video i
series & learn more. | I:L;.:;Ii-;;'c;

'L @
va How brands
take shape®

COPYRIGHT © 2011 JOURNALISTIC INC. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. RMGT AND RESTAURANT MANAGEMENT ARE TRADEMARKS OF JOURNALISTIC INC.

F&B

Wine and Spirits
Chef Forum
Restaurant Staff

Farmily Restaurants Restaurant Finance Contact Us
White Table Coth Food Regulations

Gastropubs FS InBrief

Site Selection Advertise



http://rmgtmagazine.disqus.com/vip_memberships_a_new_way_of_marketing/latest.rss
http://staging.rmgtmagazine.com/food-beverage
http://staging.rmgtmagazine.com/wine
http://staging.rmgtmagazine.com/chef-owners
http://staging.rmgtmagazine.com/hr-training
http://staging.rmgtmagazine.com/casual-dining
http://staging.rmgtmagazine.com/fine-dining
http://staging.rmgtmagazine.com/beer-pubs
http://staging.rmgtmagazine.com/real-estate
http://staging.rmgtmagazine.com/financing
http://staging.rmgtmagazine.com/policy
http://staging.rmgtmagazine.com/rmgt_signup
mailto:Eugene@FoodNewsMedia.com
http://staging.rmgtmagazine.com/content/contact-us
http://www.web2pdfconvert.com?ref=PDF
http://www.web2pdfconvert.com?ref=PDF

