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How to Reach and Win the Patronage
of the Important Millennial Market 4

By Amelia Levin

When it comes to breakfast, lunch and dinner, millennials
are certainly not three-square-meal-a-day types. They
often skip breakfast in lieu of a lunch, dinner and late-night
snack option, or they graze during the day, snacking a few
times rather than sitting down to a full meal. The majority
of respondents to the Y-Pulse study between the ages of
16 and 24 purchase a snack at least twice a week.













Even though college students look for healthy options,
they still want their caffeine and sugar fix from time to time
as well as the occasional pizza, burger or chicken wing.
“We’ve tried to take things away from them and that doesn’t
go over very well,” Daoust-Westbrooks says. Instead, offer-
ing comfort food alongside healthy options lets the customer
decide. This applies to independent restaurant patrons too.

Gluten-free offerings and sensitivity to food allergens
will help restaurants cater toward not just millennials, but a
growing number of patrons. “We are seeing more students
with food allergies,” Whiteside says. “There are more glu-
ten-free requests and a lot of severe nut allergies.”

As a result a variety of salad options and build-your-own
salads are becoming more popular, both as a gluten-free so-
lution as well as a healthy choice for students.

And, portion control is important. Millennials know that por-
tion sizes are important to maintaining health. Offering multi-
sized dishes, in the form of sharable appetizers, small plates,
bigger plates and bigger entrees that can be served family style
lets restaurant patrons decide how much or how little they want
to eat to maintain their waistline, and their pocketbooks.

With federal menu-labeling legislation on the horizon, restau-
rants may soon be required to inform customers of the calorie
and nutritional information in their dishes. But millennials want
this information regardless, Webb says. Whether it’s using a
website or a smart phone app, or in-store fliers and cards, menu
boards and menu cards delineating this information, millennials
are seeking transparency from the restaurants they frequent.

Social Consciousness

Transparency, in the eyes of millennials, is as much about
being honest and open as it is about being socially conscious.

“Students are very world conscious,” Martin says. “They want
to feel the way they choose to spend there is helpful in some way.
Even if they don’t have to physically do anything but spend their
money and still feel like they’ve purchased something from a
socially conscious company — that’s very important to them.”

Local and organic food purchases fit into that philosophy of
social and environmental consciousness for millennials. “By
making a salad bar purchase where they’ve loaded their plates
with vegetables and fruits from local farmers, they feel like
they’ve helped the local economy in some way,” Martin says.

The University of Michigan also looks to bring in local
fruits and vegetables from Michigan and the Midwest to ap-
pease their younger clientele.

“We get a lot of requests for more local foods that are iden-
tified by signage or in other ways,” Whiteside says. “This age
group is much more accepting of a piece of food that may not
look perfect as long as they know what farm it came from.”
The school as a result tries to source as much food as pos-
sible within 150 miles of Ann Arbor, including fruits and veg-
etables in season, naturally raised meats, breads from local
bakeries, and other specialty goods from nearby producers.”

Organic is important, but perhaps not as important as local
and seasonality of foods, Webb says. “The education process
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with food I think is really important,” he says. “Using fresh
vegetables and herbs and spices and knowing where they come
from are what millennials want. That involvement with food
and community eating is becoming more recognized among
this age group and expected every time they go out to eat.”

Qutside of food, millennials want to see that the restau-
rants they go to are at least making some strides toward sus-
tainability, whether that means instituting a recycling and/or
composting program, doing away with plastics and Styro-
foam, offering biodegradable disposables if necessary, and
using energy-efficient lighting and equipment, Webb says.
Restaurants that have worked toward earning LEED (Lead-
ership in Energy and Environmental Design) building certi-
fication also makes them stand out for millennials because it
shows they care about building sustainable futures.

The important thing to note here is that restaurants taking
these initiatives, whether at the front or back of the house
or both, should let their customers know about their actions.
Signage, using the website, menu writing — these tools
should educate customers, especially these younger cus-
tomers, about the social consciousness of their business.

Dining Preferences and Amenities

When it comes to dining preferences, millennials like com-
munal dining and varied seating options, according to Webb.
“When we talk about the socialization of food, that definitely
applies to the dining room as well,” he says. “Lounges, com-
munal tables, booths, and a lot of out-front cooking are things
this age group looks for in an eating place.”

At Urban Crust, the restaurant capitalizes on this younger
characteristic, with three floors of diverse dining options.
“The main dining room on the first floor consists of booths
and tables with large TVs and a view of the wood-burning
oven,” Gisellu says. The second floor has a private dining
area and additional tables, and the third floor is a rooftop
drinking destination featuring a 30-foot-long ice bar and
views of historic downtown Plano.”

When it comes to dining amenities, according to the Y-Pulse
study, free Wi-Fi, ample plug-ins for laptops and curbside
pickup were consistently rated as the least important factors
when choosing a lunch or dinner restaurant by all age groups.

But this might be because Wi-Fi isn’t considered an ame-
nity anymore; it’s an expectation, Webb says.

College-aged patrons of Urban Crust will often stop in on
their lunch breaks just to eat together while working on home-
work or class presentations. “There’s also a skate park nearby
so if one sibling is taking a skateboarding lesson, the other sib-
lings will bring their laptops and play games,” Gisellu says.

When it comes to other forms of technology, flat-screen
TVs, surround-sound music, proper stage setup for live
bands, even in some cases the use of iPads and smart tablets
among staff and at tables for ordering, can really help to sell
the millennial age group.

“Honestly, the whole Internet thing is so old,” Martin
says. Millennials are beyond free Wi-Fi. They're look-



ing for digital applications to make their lives easier,
and that will help the restaurants keep up with their fast
pace. Georgia Tech has started using QR Codes for din-
ing programs, in which students can use on their smart
phones an app that has barcodes they can scan at the
register for payment, or to register frequency in licu of
paper cards.

“Four or five years ago, students Googled everything to
get menus and other information about dining,” Daoust-
Westbrooks of Michigan says. “Now, if there’s not an app
for that, they don’t pay attention to it. They don’t want to be
bothered with a bunch of clicks on a website, they just want
to open it up and have everything be there.”

Beyond technology, dining spaces have to have charac-
ter, attitude, something unique to offer. Bulldog Barbeque’s

SNACKING AND DAY PARTS

most important to millennials when deciding where to eat,
the survey shows.

More than 80 percent of respondents find out about res-
taurants from friends or family, and the main reason for us-
ing these sources is a sense of trust, according to Y-Pulse.
Since word of mouth seems to be the best source of infor-
mation regarding where to eat for this group, promotions
that increase “chatter” about the operation are bound to
have a positive effect.

Of course, Facebook fan pages and Twitter feeds help
create this chatter, even if thers aren’t structured metrics
to study the results of these social media platforms on
restaurant traffic.

Both Urban Crust and Bulldog Barbeque have Facebook
and Twitter accounts where they post information on pro-

When it comes to breakfast, lunch and dinner, millennials are certainly not three-square-meal-a-day
types. They often skip breakfast in lieu of a funch, dinner and late-night snack option, or they graze
during the day, snacking a few times rather than sitting down to a full meal.

The majority of respondents to the Y-Pulse study between the ages of 16 and 24 purchase a snack

at least twice a week. However, the majority of the older respondent group only purchases a snack
one time a week. And, the report found, university students without meal plans were the group that
purchase snacks most often.

At Georgia Tech, students generally eat three to four times a day with one or two snacks in be-
tween, according to Martin. “There is a new meal period that our millennials are creating, and that's
that they often skip breakfast so their first meal of the day is lunch.”" Naturally, that means they're
hungry by late afternoon and then often have their “dinner" later at night, as late as 9 p.m.

Both Howie Kleinberg, chef/fowner of Bulldog Barbeque, and Urban Crust, a wood-fired, chef-driven
pizza restaurant in Plano, Texas, outside of Dallas, see millennials mainly during the late afternoon and
dinner hours, and late night during the weekends. “We host many watch parties for NFL, high school foot-
ball, World Cup Soccer, American ldol, and other sports and entertainment programming, Urban Crust

Chef Salvatore Giseliu says.

Promoticns using technology in this way are a great way to drive this younger age group into a
restaurant, both Urban Crust and Bulldog Barbeque have found. Bulldog often shows sports alongside
offering specials, or they'll recruit live DJs to come in.

look to create a rock 'n’ roll environment bodes well with
their patrons. Even menu writing has to call out to this
age group. “Instead of saying ‘kid’s menu’ we say ‘puppy
chow.’” Kleinberg says. “Instead of appetizers, it’s ‘snacks.
All the meat entrees fall under the category ‘meat.” All of
the salads are in the category ‘grass.’ It’s our way of show-
ing a little wink to that younger, edgier crowd.”

Marketing and Social Media

In-store marketing by showing sports and bringing in live
music works for attracting millennials, but digital market-
ing and word of mouth still reign in that arena. And, as Y-
Pulse reports, with 16- to 17-year-olds deciding where the
family eats about 40 percent of the time, marketing to this
age group should not be ignored.

Promotions and advertising should focus on added bang
for your buck, great service and location, as these are the

motions, specials, parties and menu changes and they use
Constant Contact to send out e-newsletters to keep in regu-
lar contact with their younger, digital-friendly clientele.

Regular, Consistent and Transparent

At the bare minimum, though, a restaurant’s website is
still the first way to get the ball rolling on offering infor-
mation regularly, consistently and in a transparent fashion
for millennials.

Kleinberg chose to extend the “branding” of his rock ’n’
roll concept to online mediums in this way — hiring a great
designer to make the site look just as edgy, punky, fun and
interactive as his restaurant.

It’s this connection between in-person and online, be-
tween food and community, between philosophy, appear-
ance and action, that draws the millennials in, and then
keeps them there. RS&G
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