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DATE: January 2018 
 
TO: Operator Friends & Colleagues 
 
FROM: Bellwether Food Group 
 
RE: Domestic Chain Restaurant Same Store Sales (SSS) 3rd Quarter 2017 
 
3rd Quarter 2017 Same Store Sales Reports 
Some favorable traffic and sales performance characterized the 3rd Quarter in Limited/Quick 
Service, with a few brands suffering continued declining sales. Hamburger leaders, Burger King 
(+4%), McDonald’s (+4.1%) and Wendy’s (+2%) all had particularly good quarters.  
 
McDonald’s national beverage and McPick 2 value promotions, along with the continued success 
of the Signature Crafted premium sandwich platform, drove sales. Burger King continues the 
focus on more indulgent limited time offers like the Rodeo King Burger, and TV support.  
 
In Mexican, three brands, Taco Bell (+3%), El Pollo Loco (+1.7%), and Del Taco (+4.1%), exceeded 
expectations. In Del Taco’s case, they are lapping (+6.7%) strong performance in 2016.  Part of 
that success has been a function of 3 separate strategies to drive traffic and check growth. These 
strategies are comprised of (1) “Buck and Under®”, (2) Mid-tier - which leverages variety, and (3) 
Premium-focused on freshness and quality. The brand is currently at around 550 units, almost all 
in the west. The latest projection is the potential for some 300 additional units in the western 
states. We believe this would be a realistic objective, as long as the focus is those markets. Del 
Taco has been unable to get traction when they’ve opened in Texas and other markets east of 
the Rockies. 
 
Founder Steve Ell’s is giving up his position as CEO of Chipotle (+1%), which he founded in 1993, 
to become Chairman. He was a great visionary and entrepreneur who recognized (with some 
encouragement from his board) the need for a seasoned CEO. It will be interesting to learn who 
lands this assignment. 
 
Beyond the impact of the serious hurricanes in Texas and Florida, The Fiesta Brands (Taco Cabana 
and Pollo Tropical) have suffered traffic declines consistently over the past 2 years. We’re 
optimistic (hopeful?) that the recent traffic building and advertising initiatives will have a 
favorable impact. 
 
Domino’s continues to lead the pizza category (+8.4%), with all the innovations across the entire 
business. Papa Johns (+1%) is holding their own as Pizza Hut (-1%) struggles to find the answers, 
while Papa Murphy’s continues decline (-4.1%)  - lapping a -5.8% in Q3 2016.  Domino’s is taking 
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share from independents, as well as their chain peers. Pizza Hut is in a difficult place - what to do 
with those old school, red roof buildings? Or, how do you convince the franchisees to invest? 
 
Buffalo Wild Wings was acquired by Arby’s (Roark Capital), following a series of activist actions, 
and the brand’s maturity. Although BWW is still a strong brand, it has faced tremendous 
competition, often from regional (Houston-based BrewingZ-24 units) and emerging brands such 
as Lazy Dog Café, for both food, beverages, and the sports offerings. Regarding Roark, they 
continue to invest in chain restaurants, most recently having purchased regional Jim ‘N Nick’s 
BBQ early in the quarter, this being their 20th restaurant investment since the firm’s inception. 
 
Cracker Barrel becomes the latest brand to revamp their entire beverage offerings, with four 
separate initiatives around beverages. This includes - (1) Specialty and flavored coffees, (2) 
Innovative and “better for you” juices, (3) Flavor innovation in teas/lemonades and (4) Craft 
sodas with “nostalgic” flavors and low calorie options. This move further reinforces the 
movement, and the brand’s focus on innovation within their brand DNA, strategy and overall 
positioning. It gives the brand more offerings unique to Cracker Barrel. In what is a significant 
move, Cracker Barrel will open its first unit in California next year.  
 
Holler and Dash Biscuit House, Cracker Barrel’s contemporary brand extension, has six locations 
open (Nashville, Alabama, one in Atlanta) and is serving as a potential growth brand and a 
tremendous source of “learning” for the organization. Initial consumer and local media reaction 
is positive - the key will be sustaining the initial momentum. 
 
Traffic declines continue to impact sales negatively - many in full service, especially casual dining. 
Three industry icons, Chili’s (-8.7%), Applebee’s (-7.7%) and Ruby Tuesdays (-9.4%), are painful 
examples. These declines have occurred even though many of the brands have added technology, 
upgraded the menu, and/or refocused on their core competencies. 
 
The initial feedback on the new rationalized menu (from 125 to 75 menu items) on Chili’s menu 
suggests an overall positive impact in traffic and sales. These menu changes were made based 
on consumer insights work, which showed that Chili’s customers acknowledge the brand’s 
expertise in fajitas, ribs, and burgers. It appears that service times have improved, and the larger 
portions (no discounting!) will certainly help. We’ll keep you posted. 
 
Bloomin Brands notes 2.6 million consumers in their Dine Rewards program – but this doesn’t 
seem to have had much of an impact on sales…..at least this quarter. They are testing delivery, 
as Outback will complete the remodeling of the entire domestic footprint by the end of 2018. 
Some of the Outback units are being relocated as well. 
 
Red Robin actually outperformed the category with flat traffic. As Texas Roadhouse turned in 
another brilliant performance (+4.5%, +3.5% traffic), lapping a +3.5% from Q3 2016. There are 
other positive signs in Casual Dining in early Q4 - we’ll take a deeper look next month, after more 
of the reports are filed. 
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Whether it’s the mobile app or delivery, consumer expectations move rapidly today. The 
consumers we’re talking to are very clear that the mobile app and delivery are important and 
essential part of a brand’s relevance to consumers. 
 
Starbucks reported a spending increase of 20% among the US Rewards Members. An interesting 
footnote, they’re now at 2,600 stores across 127 cities in China, with some 5 million customer 
transactions each week. In almost every case, the overall consumer spend per transaction is more 
when the order is placed online or through a mobile device. For Wingstop, the average online 
ticket is $5 higher than an in-store order.  
 
We’ve noticed some interesting patterns as we listen to restaurant consumers. Today, the most 
important factor for the majority of consumers is taste - which is a departure from the most 
important factor 4-5 years ago, which was almost always food quality. Today food quality, like 
the mobile app and delivery, is an expectation.  
 
Once again, health care premiums are increasing in the New Year. We won’t belabor the details, 
but we do know these increases have a negative impact on consumer confidence, which almost 
always negatively impacts restaurant spending. 
 
You’ll note that the Darden Brands (Olive Garden, Longhorn, Capita Grill, Seasons 52, and Yard 
House) are not updated. We’ll update the 3rd Quarter Report early in the New Year after Darden 
has fully reported their most recent quarter.  
 
 

Brand 

Same Store 
Sales 

Versus 
Prior Year 

Traffic 
Change 

Pricing Comments 

Limited / Quick Service 

Bojangle’s -2.2%    

Burger King +4%    

Chipotle +1.0%   Steve Ells stepping down 

Del Taco +4.1% -0.3% +4%* *+1.5% menu mix improvement 

Domino’s +8.4%    

Dunkin Donuts +0.6%    

El Pollo Loco      +1.7%    

Habit Burger       -0.2%    

Jack in the Box       -1.0%    

Jamba Juice       -0.2%   New CMO Claudia Schaefer joined 10/30 

KFC        Even    

McDonald's      +4.1%    

Noodle’s      -3.5%   55 Restaurants closed in 1st Quarter 
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Brand 

Same Store 
Sales 

Versus 
Prior Year 

Traffic 
Change 

Pricing Comments 

Papa John's +1%    

Papa Murphy’s -4.1%    

Pizza Hut -1%    

Pollo Tropical* -10.9% -13.1%  Hurricanes a factor 

Popeye’s -2.6%    

Pot Belly -4.8%    

Qdoba -2.1%   Sold to Apollo Management 

Shake Shack -1.6% -3.8% +2.2%* *Price and mix  

Sonic       -3.3%   Projecting flat sales through 2018 

Starbucks +3.0%    

Taco Bell +3%    

Taco Cabana -12.6% -14.3%  Suspension of media, hurricane both factors 

Wendy's +2.0%    

Wingstop +4.1%    

Zoe’s -0.5%    

Full Service 

Applebee's -7.7%    

BJ’s -1.7%    

Bonefish Grill -4.3% -5.7% +1.4%  

Bravo Restaurants -2.7%    

Brio Restaurants      -7.4%    

Buffalo Wild Wings*      -2.3%*   *@ 621 Corp. Stores, - 3.2 %@602 Franchised Stores 

Capital Grill       NR   Late December release 

Carraba’s     -2.8% -4.2% +1.4%  

Cheddar’s        NR   Late December Release 

Cheesecake Factory     -1.5%   *Adjusted to reflect weather impact 

Chili's*     -3.4% *-8.7%  *Traffic declines @ domestic company stores 

Chuy’s     -2.1%    

Cracker Barrel +0.2% -1.8% +2.0%  

Dave ‘N Busters -1.3%    

Del Frisco’s Double 
Eagle 

-1.1% -0.1% -1.2%  

Denny's +0.6%    

Famous Dave’s -1.5%    

Fleming's -1.0% -6.5% +5.5%  

IHOP -3.2%    

Longhorn NR   Late December release 

Olive Garden NR   Late December release 

Outback +0.6% +0.1% +0.5%  
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Brand 

Same Store 
Sales 

Versus 
Prior Year 

Traffic 
Change 

Pricing Comments 

Red Robin -0.1% Flat +1.5% -1.6% menu mix 

Ruby Tuesday -5.8% -9.4% +3.6% Sold to NRD Capital 

Ruth's Chris -1.6% -1.5%  -0.1% average check decline 

Seasons 52 NR   Late December release 

Steak ‘n Shake -2.2% -6.7%   

Sullivan’s Steak 
House 

      -7.7% -6.7% -1.0%  

Texas Roadhouse*      +4.5%* +3.5%  *403 Co. Stores, +4.7% @ 70 Franchised Stores 

Yard House         NR   Late December release 

 
Implications for Operators 
Retaining the top talent in your restaurants is more challenging than ever. One approach we’ve 
seen work, especially with millennials, is to engage them with the “why” behind the overall 
protocol in engaging the customers. Simply put, make sure there’s a solid rationale and 
explanation for the specific behaviors that are important, and how those matter in delivering 
the brand experience that drives the business.  
 
Once employees understand, and then experience that their actions do matter (and has a 
positive impact on their tip incomes), they’re usually open to learning more. Subsequently, 
many perform better over time, and those that won’t get on board, are much easier to 
transition out.  
 
Finally, we’re always happy to chat, especially if you see things differently, or think we missed 
something. Just give one of us a call! 
 
Mac Brand, Dallas    mbrand@bellwetherfoodgroup.com  773-255-6466  
Rob Hardy, Boston    rhardy@bellwetherfoodgroup.com   617-281-5175 
Jon Jameson, Sarasota                jjameson@bellwetherfoodgroup.com  843-422-4285 
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