
Journal of Foodservice Business Research, 15:265–284, 2012
Copyright © Taylor & Francis Group, LLC
ISSN: 1537-8020 print/1537-8039 online
DOI: 10.1080/15378020.2012.706193

The Use of Social Networking Sites
in the Restaurant Industry: Best Practices

ROBIN B. DIPIETRO
School of Hotel, Restaurant and Tourism Management,

University of South Carolina, Columbia, SC, USA

TENA B. CREWS
Integrated Information Technology,

University of South Carolina, Columbia, SC, USA

CATHY GUSTAFSON and SANDY STRICK
School of Hotel, Restaurant and Tourism Management,

University of South Carolina, Columbia, SC, USA

Social media and the use of social networking sites are defined as
Internet applications that help consumers share opinions, insights,
experiences, and perspectives (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2009). The cur-
rent study analyzes data relevant to the use of social media sites
with the largest chain restaurants in the U.S. and the managers’
perceptions of the usefulness of such sites for their organization.
The current research shows there are no consistent social net-
working sites restaurant chains use, there are no consistent uses
for these sites, and managers have differing opinions about their
overall usefulness in restaurant operations and marketing. One
consistent theme is that social networking sites are useful for adver-
tising and marketing a restaurant brand at an inexpensive cost
to the restaurant. Managerial implications are discussed, current
best practices are shared, and future research recommendations
are made to further explore social networking in the restaurant
industry.
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INTRODUCTION

The restaurant industry is a critical component of the United States econ-
omy and contributes approximately 4% of the country’s Gross Domestic
Product. Sales of approximately $580 billion in 2010 are projected for the
restaurant industry and this will provide jobs to approximately 12.7 million
employees throughout 945,000 locations across the U.S. (National Restaurant
Association, 2010a). Despite the size of the foodservice industry, it has been
notably slower in adopting some available technology. Yet due to the size
and importance of the restaurant industry, it is essential to understand how
foodservice operations utilize components of technology to increase effec-
tiveness in various aspects of business such as marketing, recruiting, training,
guest service, and overall operations.

With the increased availability and usage of technology, the use of social
media and social networking sites have created a new medium to be used by
restaurants and other service organizations (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2009). Social
media is defined as “Internet applications that help consumers share opin-
ions, insights, experiences, and perspectives. Social media can take many
forms, including content communities (i.e., YouTube), social networking
sites or blogs (i.e., Facebook and Twitter), and collaborative projects (i.e.,
Wikipedia)” (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2009, p. 565).

Social networking is defined as a Web-based service that allows individ-
uals to construct a public or semi-public profile within a bounded system,
create a list of other users with whom they share a connection, and view and
traverse their list of connections and those made by others within the system
(Boyd & Ellison, 2007). These sites allow people to meet others with similar
interests and to share these interests via the use of the Internet. As noted
by Perlik (2009d), research conducted by The Nielsen Company reported
“Americans have nearly tripled the amount of time they spend on social net-
working sites such as Facebook and Twitter” (p. 1). During August 2009, it
was determined that approximately 17% of all time spent online was spent
at social networking sites, up from 6% in August 2008 (Perlik, 2009d).

Yet even as social media’s profile continues to rise, plenty of foodservice
operators still are not quite sure how this trend can work to their advantage.
Social networking sites, such as Facebook, MySpace, Twitter, LinkedIn, and
others, can be used by the restaurant industry to recruit employees, adver-
tise, and solicit feedback from guests. Examples of social networking being
used in the restaurant industry include:

● Top Chef Master Rick Bayless uses Twitter to connect with customers
● Smokey Bones Bar & Fire Grill uses employees to include enthusiastic

posts on their Facebook and MySpace pages to stir up interest in the
company

● McDonald’s built a global online community to provide an area for
operators to exchange information and share best practices
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The purpose of the current research is to determine the use of, and the
management perception of, social media and social networking in the restau-
rant industry. Because of the recent advent of the use of social networking
to communicate with and market to guests, not much academic research
has been done in this area. Most research on technology in the hospitality
industry has focused on technology in the service and production areas of
operations, or the use of web-based marketing for tourism operations and
travel agents (Gregory, Wang, & DiPietro, 2010; Wang & Fesenmaier, 2006).
This research will be the first of its kind to attempt to look at best practices of
the top chain restaurant companies in the U.S. regarding their use of social
media and networking for a variety of purposes.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The Use of Technology in the Restaurant Industry

One of the top trends in the hospitality industry over the past decade
has been the increased usage of technology (Cetron, 2008). Different
forms of technology have been used in hospitality organizations (Kaplan &
Haenlein, 2009; Perlik, 2009a). The restaurant industry has tended to be a
slower adopter of technology than other segments of the hospitality indus-
try, but there have been some specific areas on which restaurants have
made some progress such as in the area of inventory management soft-
ware, scheduling software, and point of sale (POS) technology (Ansel &
Dyer, 1999).

Kimes (2008) delineated ways restaurants can benefit from new tech-
nology by increasing customer satisfaction, increasing revenues, and helping
employees become more efficient. Technology can be used to increase cus-
tomer satisfaction and thereby lead to increased revenue by giving the
customer more control over the service experience and providing conve-
nience. Restaurants can become more efficient in their speed of service as
well as increase product and service quality with a more efficient labor force
through the use of technology.

Another way restaurants are using technology is through online
restaurant recommendation systems used by restaurants and consumers.
Consumers enter restaurant criteria they are interested in based on their pref-
erences and the technology driven system matches those key words chosen
by the consumers with words used by restaurants to find the right restaurant
match for the consumer (Xiang, Kim, Hu, & Fesenmaier, 2007). Xiang et al.
(2007) examined the different verbiage used by restaurants and consumers
on restaurant recommendation Websites. Findings indicated consumers and
restaurants use different verbiage to describe the same restaurant and food.
Restaurants tend to use more verbs, while the consumers used more adjec-
tives. Xiang et al. suggested this is attributed to the restaurants’ attempt
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to persuade consumers. However, in order for the online recommendation
systems to be effective, restaurants must use language consistent with their
consumers when describing their services and products.

Cetron (2008) found the biggest technology implication for the restau-
rant industry is an increase in the use of Radio Frequency Identification
systems to track inventory and create automatic orders. Cetron (2008)
also projected computerized meal ordering systems will increase in cer-
tain segments of the restaurant industry, such as family restaurants. The
use of technology has helped initiate different avenues for organizations to
integrate some of the more mundane tasks such as tracking inventory, cal-
culating employee labor hours, consolidating guest feedback, tracking guest
repeat visits, among other things (Oronsky & Chathoth, 2007).

The use of interactive media and technology can also be used to
train employees in restaurants. DiPietro (2004) compared the training effec-
tiveness of three training methods: classroom training, interactive media
training, and on-the-job training. The effectiveness of the different training
methods was measured through the use of mystery shoppers, customer com-
plaints, and customer satisfaction surveys before and after the training took
place. The participants in the interactive media training group used e-mail,
text-based documents, and simulation programs to complete the training
program. Findings indicated interactive media was the only training method
that increased mystery shopper scores in the restaurants. DiPietro (2004)
suggested that even though interactive media training was more expensive
than classroom training and on-the-job training initially, it could be more
efficient in the long run because the same material can be used more than
once. Another benefit of using interactive media to train is that this type
of training can take place consistently at various times both on and off the
premise. Additionally the millennial generation of employees appreciates
and even expects that technology will be utilized for training.

Oronsky and Chathoth (2007) explored four restaurants’ technology
usage patterns in order to determine technology adoption in full-service
restaurants. The first restaurant used a POS system as a communication tool
for the front of house and back of house. The restaurant also used the POS
system to aid with payroll and processing credit card payments. Oronsky
and Chathoth (2007) also found a program from Microsoft in use which
helped track food and labor costs as well as helping to schedule employees
based on the optimal labor formula. However, the only technology use in
regards to training was a video accessible via a CD-ROM. Technology was
only used for behind-the-scenes purposes and not for marketing. Findings
indicated word of mouth advertising and the need to directly communicate
with the employees and customers was preferred over the use of technology
to do this.

The second restaurant also used a POS system, a credit card pro-
cessing technology, and technology to assist with payroll. Similar to the
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first restaurant, the second restaurant preferred to communicate face-to-face
(F2F) with customers. The restaurant did not promote itself through coupons
and other programs. However, the restaurant was willing to use technol-
ogy to profile customers, take online reservations, and manage labor and
inventory.

The third restaurant also used a POS system but did not use technology
or coupons for marketing. The third restaurant used technology to analyze
menu trends and forecast menu items to determine items to add or delete
from the menu. The third restaurant also used Interactive Voice Response to
replace traditional comment cards and obtain more feedback via their Web
site. The restaurant is now exploring the idea of using handheld mobile
devices for servers to use when taking orders to expedite service delivery.

The fourth restaurant used technology for internal and external pur-
poses. This restaurant used software to perform menu analysis, schedule
employees, manage payroll, act as a touch screen POS system, and col-
lect guest comments and process credit card payments. The Internet was
also used for access to a Website, e-mail list, and to distribute coupons and
menu updates to customers. The fourth restaurant was interested in learning
more about technology in restaurants, but emphasized the importance of
getting to know the customers first hand (Oronsky & Chathoth, 2007).

Even though these four restaurants were in different segments of the
restaurant industry, consistent data occurred as restaurants noted that F2F
communication with customers is best. Findings indicated technology has
its place in the restaurant when used to manage inventory, schedules, pay-
roll, and process credit cards. However, only the fourth restaurant used
technology as a marketing tool to communicate with customers through
coupons and menu updates. Based on these findings, there was hesitancy
to adopt new technology, especially as a communication tool. Technology
needs to prove itself useful and effective in order for restaurants to adopt
it (Oronsky & Chathoth, 2007). Restaurants need to be creative in the use
of technology in order to capture customers’ attention and supplement F2F
interaction.

In some cases, restaurant technology can be very innovative. Some
restaurants are enabling customers to place orders without making a phone
call or visiting the restaurant. Customers can input their order into their
phone and make a payment without ever talking to a restaurant employee
(Kooser, 2009). Some POS systems capture repeat customer information,
food preferences, and status of their dining experience. POS systems can
be used beyond the basics of placing an order and processing credit card
payments.

POS systems can be used in a variety of ways in restaurants. POS
systems have the ability to work with other programs in order to analyze
software, process gift cards and credit cards, and to create orders online
(Kooser, 2009). A video surveillance system can be integrated with a POS
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system and cash register in order to minimize employee theft and financial
errors. The videos would help managers discover which employees are giv-
ing out incorrect change or determine if they have theft issues. The video
surveillance system can also be used to record food preparation. This system
can then turn the video into text which will help ensure orders being made
are the same as what the server input into the POS system (Kooser, 2009).

Restaurant guests can use technology to make reservations online, pre-
view menus, or place orders online (Kimes, 2008). For these options to be
effective, the technology needs to be merged with the restaurant’s current
system. As the restaurant guests arrive, a Table Management System (TMS)
helps manage reservations and walk-in customers. Paging systems can be
used throughout the dining experience when restaurants need to communi-
cate with guests or when the back of house needs to communicate with the
front of house.

Servers can also spend more time with customers and personalize meals
through the use of mobile handheld ordering systems. The handheld systems
help servers provide more product information to the customers. A Kitchen
Display System may be used for more efficient food preparation, delivery
times, and inventory management. Servers may also use handheld credit
card processing machines to reduce the amount of time it takes to process
payments. This may in turn help customers feel more at ease regarding the
security of the transaction as their credit card will be in sight at all times.
As the restaurant guests leave, a TMS, pager and headset can be used to help
turn the table quicker, allowing more guests to be served in one meal period.
Technology can be used to improve efficiency and customer satisfaction in
each stage of the restaurant experience if implemented effectively.

Although restaurants were slow to begin using technology compared
to other industries, over the past decade there has been steady accep-
tance and growth in the use of technology as operators realized added
efficiencies in and benefits for their units. Until the recent past, technology
used by restaurants focused within the operation itself; headsets and pagers
for communication in house, POS systems to process payments, manage
inventory and payroll, and video surveillance systems to assist in manag-
ing employees. However, currently some restaurants are beginning to adopt
technologies such as social media, including using social networking to com-
municate directly with guests and/or potential guests outside the restaurant
environment.

The Use of Social Media and Social Networking in Restaurants

Approximately one-third of Americans use social media at least twice a week
and approximately 56% feel a stronger connection with companies and feel
better served by companies who use social media to interact with consumers
(Business in Social Media, 2008). Many people in the United States have
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created a social networking page and an increase in the number of people
doing this is projected (Gretzel, Kang, & Lee, 2008). Usage data reveals the
unprecedented growth rates; in December 2009 Facebook had 111.9 million
users in the U.S., up from 54.5 million in December 2008 (National Club
Association, 2010). Growth is also occurring worldwide, as of December
2009 Facebook had 300 million users total and in December 2010 Facebook
users were reported to be nearly 600 million (Brandau, 2010b). Predictions
estimate there will be one billion users of social networks by year-end 2012
(Austin, Drakos, Rozwell, & Landry, 2010). As more consumers are using
social media and interactive Web sites, hospitality businesses and specifically
food and beverage establishments are beginning to utilize this media to mar-
ket in unique ways (Berta, 2009; Gretzel et al., 2008; Hertel, 2009; Kaplan &
Haenlein, 2009; Lockyer, 2009; Peck, 2009; Tussyadiah & Fesenmaier, 2009).

Forty-one percent of companies surveyed use social media to solicit
customer feedback, 43% provide customer service on social media networks,
and 37% indicated they use social media to create ways for consumers to
interact with them (Business in Social Media, 2008). Perlik (2009d) found the
following ways to use social media in restaurants:

● find employees for a relatively low cost;
● obtain feedback on new menu offerings;
● connect with employees;
● communicate with customers by frequently answering any questions;
● inform the community of changes within the organization; and
● boost traffic by using contests and giveaways.

A local coffee café in Houston (Staff, 2009) reported a 20% increase
in sales by using Twitter to communicate ideas and news about the orga-
nization with its customers. A restaurant in Salt Lake City has also made
a presence on Twitter. After sending out a Twitter coupon, their network
increased by 450 followers. Two thousand five hundred (2,500) people
used the coupon (Staff, 2009). Hertel (2009) reported a Chicago-based pizza
chain communicates directly with their customers and provides coupons to
their followers through the use of social networking sites. At the National
Restaurant Association (NRA) conference in 2009, a celebrity chef was tweet-
ing to his followers, restaurant suppliers used Facebook as a forum to
educate customers on their products, and one restaurant demonstrated how
they utilize YouTube to keep customers engaged (Lockyer, 2009).

Krystal created a competition on a social networking site to see how
many burgers customers could eat (Lockyer, 2009). Dunkin Donuts created
a discussion forum on Facebook to obtain consumer’s opinions on healthy
menu offerings. This discussion forum attracted 1200 different people in two
days. Another restaurant started offering brunch and about half the people
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who came to brunch the first week heard about it on Twitter (Perlik, 2009b).
Bars and nightclubs are also using Facebook, Twitter, and text messaging to
communicate and engage audiences by sending out coupons which cre-
ate interest (Peck, 2009). Restaurants and bars are beginning to realize the
advantages of using online social media Web sites.

While many restaurants are using Facebook and Twitter to communi-
cate with customers and generate more interest in their brand, organizations
such as Yum! Brands are using this new marketing tool to communicate with
employees (Berta, 2009). Illinois based McDonald’s Corporation connects its
operators around the world through an online community called Mindshare.
This system allows store owners to share information and best practices in
blog posts, wikis, and threaded discussions (Perlik, 2009d). Another restau-
rant encourages each worker to bring in at least 10 customers per shift using
social media (Peck, 2009). These companies are using social networking
tools to generate interest in their company, gain feedback, and communicate
with employees and customers.

As the hospitality industry explores using social networking sites to
their advantage, there is still some confusion on how these sites can and
should be best used in the restaurant industry. LaFave (2009) interviewed a
former marketing director at IBM who said many restaurants are not using
social media because they don’t understand how they work. Convention
and Visitors Bureaus (CVBs) are having similar problems. According to one
study, CVBs think these marketing mediums are important; however, they
do not know how to use them most effectively (Wang & Fesenmaier, 2006).
Wang and Fesenmaier (2006) suggested that CVBs are still in the early stages
of adopting this technology since CVBs are used to distributing information
using one way communication instead of creating a two way communica-
tion forum. Findings indicated “CVBs need to extend their role into deeper
product merchandising, thereby setting the stage for customers to develop a
deeper relationship with the destination” (Wang & Fesenmaier, 2006, p. 248).

Several companies and industry leaders have made recommendations
for restaurants who are considering using social networking sites to consider
it as a form of word of mouth advertising. Restaurants can capitalize on
social media by uniting people who have a common interest in their brand,
obtain feedback, and use it for word of mouth advertising (LaFave, 2009).
Lockyer (2009) recommended using these mediums to engage the entire
organization and customers in discussion. McDonald’s Senior Vice President
of Communication, William Whitman, noted the importance of having clear
goals and guidelines across the entire organization regarding the use of
social media as a communication tool.

During a panel discussion at the NRA show, one panel member outlined
rules for companies using social networking Websites. Two rules when using
social media and social networking sites are: (1) the organization should give
their customers a good reason to talk about the organization, and (2) the
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media of choice should make two way communications easy. Social media,
specifically virtual social worlds, can be used in five areas of an organization:

1. advertising and communication,
2. virtual product sales,
3. marketing research,
4. human resource management, and
5. internal process management (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2009).

Previous food and beverage literature provides tips on using social
media effectively. Peck (2009) outlined the following tips specific for restau-
rants: restaurants should only give relevant and valuable information, make
the followers feel special, be creative by telling stories, integrate traditional
media with social media, empower employees to help deliver promises
made, and ask a marketing company if you have any questions. Perlik
(2009c) believes social media Websites should be used as a branding
initiative. The restaurant should

● know their audience and the goal of using the social media;
● use social media to track what others are saying about the organization;
● designate a person or people to take responsibility of updating and

monitoring social media Websites;
● empower the followers or fans to become ambassadors for the

organization;
● interact on the Websites;
● share photos;
● solicit new ideas;
● respond to negative feedback accordingly; and
● offer unique information.

As mobile marketing is increasing, Okazaki and Hirose (2009) con-
ducted a survey to determine the difference in media preferences between
genders in Japan. Findings indicated women are more willing to use mobile
Internet than men. However, their attitudes towards traditional media and
mobile Internet media were similar. Okazaki and Hirose (2009) noted that
the respondents’ attitudes indicated mobile Internet media is not going to
become superior to traditional marketing media. The findings implied that
in order to be effective marketers, organizations should implement both
traditional media and mobile Internet marketing techniques.

There are several ways to use social media to market an organization.
The key for each organization is to determine the target market and deter-
mine ways they use social media. When implementing social media, the
organization needs to find a “voice” to represent the company and create
interest. This “voice” should interact with followers and fans. When used
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properly, social media can be an inexpensive and effective marketing tool
(Perlik, 2009a).

Consumer generated media (CGM) (i.e., blogs, consumer reviews,
videos, etc.) and social networking sites may be considered word of mouth
advertising as consumers are sharing their own experiences, photos, and
opinions with their networks of people (Gretzel et al., 2008). Gretzel et al.
(2008) sought to discover what types of CGM and social networking Websites
were preferred by tourists in the United States, United Kingdom, Germany,
and China. This research found Germans were least interested in CGM. This
attitude may stem from the belief that their personal information will be
abused.

The most popular social networking site in Germany is Xing.com, their
version of Facebook. In the United Kingdom, blogs and social networking
sites were popular. The Chinese seem to be very quick to adopt most forms
of CGM and social networking sites, while CGM such as consumer reviews
and videos are most popular in the United States. Based on these findings,
Gretzel et al. (2008) suggested marketers need to understand the individual
cultures and technology adoption in each region where they are focusing
their marketing efforts. Marketers can also take advantage of each country’s
preference towards CGM and social networking sites in order to implement
new changes into the marketing plans and engage the consumers.

Effective Social Networking Tactics for Restaurants

Social-marketing firm, Vitrue, conducted a recent analysis of Facebook usage
by brands to determine which uses were most effective at reaching and
engaging consumers (Brandau, 2010a). The analysis involved brands from
many different industries including restaurants. Results revealed Facebook
users often become fans of a brand to get discounts or incentives and most
become a fan of two brand pages, on average, per month. One of the key
findings in Vitrue’s report was that “posts containing an image registered
higher levels of engagement than posts containing a video or plain text.
Image posts got 136% more engagement than video posts and 182% more
than text posts” (Brandau, 2010a). On Facebook, these results were consis-
tent across all brands and even slightly more pronounced for quick-service
restaurants.

Marketers aim to engage a consumer with their brands and its mea-
surement is a function of time spent at that site. Restaurant brands attained
highest engagement on their Facebook posts on Wednesdays, followed by
Thursday and then Friday. This is different than the average-engagement
statistics for all brands which tends to be highest on Fridays and low-
est on weekends (Brandau, 2010a). Similarly engagement is highest in the
afternoons only in the restaurant category, where mornings rank highest for
all other brands.
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The method used by brands to reach consumers with their post is
paramount to success. Brands most often use “tabs” or the “news feed”
feature of Facebook to attempt to reach consumers. An earlier study, which
Facebook confirmed, showed “there is 110 times more engagement on the
news feed between users and their friends and brands than through tabs”
(Brandau, 2010a).

Facebook’s introduction of Facebook Deals provides huge potential to
businesses involved. McDonald’s, Starbuck’s, and Chipotle Mexican Grill
were some of the first foodservice brands to join Facebook Deals, a ser-
vice that became available in November 2010. This service provides a portal
where marketers can reward Facebook users who elect to “check in” at par-
ticipating restaurant and retail outlets by using the “Places” feature on their
mobile phone (Liddle, 2010). The location based social media concept is
available to all Facebook users, nearly 600 million people, 200 million of
which use their mobile phones for access (Brandau, 2010b).

Social media, especially social networking, is framed within the con-
cept of relationship building. McDonald’s staffs its social networking and
Twitter account with both communications executives and professionals out
of their customer satisfaction department. They try to emulate hospitality
recognizing their social network followers are their customers. Two way
communications between brands and its consumers, via social networking,
facilitates a way for big business to feel more personalized and “make the
restaurant experience warmer and more intimate” (Ruggless, 2010).

The review of literature on technology adoption in the hospitality indus-
try is conflicting. There are clear examples of restaurants using social media
and networking to promote the organization and to communicate to guests
and employees, but many restaurants are not implementing these prac-
tices effectively and consistently. In order to effectively utilize social media,
restaurants should follow the guidelines outlined by previous literature and
should review best practices used by high performing restaurants in the field.

PURPOSE OF RESEARCH

The purpose of this research was to address the following questions: (1) Are
social networking sites, including Facebook, Twitter, and Fishbowl, obvi-
ous components of restaurant Websites? and (2) What are the management
perceptions regarding the use of social networking sites in their restaurants?

METHODOLOGY

To obtain a representative sample of restaurants and properly analyze the
use of social networking sites, the top 400 restaurant chains (numbered 1 =
highest sales through 400 = least sales), based on annual sales volume, as
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identified by Restaurants & Institutions Magazine (2007) was used to obtain
a random sample of the top U.S. based chain restaurants. Using the random
number function, 50 numbers between 1 and 400 were randomly gener-
ated which then indicated 50 restaurants chosen from the list of the 400.
To ensure that all segments of the restaurant industry were represented, the
initial and random list of restaurant chains was categorized by the following
segments: quick service, fast casual, cafeteria/buffet, casual, upscale casual,
fine dining, and delivery/take out restaurants.

Once the randomly selected 50 restaurant chains were chosen, other
restaurant chains were selected to participate in a pilot test on the sur-
vey instrument prior to finalizing the survey. Twenty restaurant managers
participated, providing feedback to (1) ensure the survey was easily read
and understood, (2) identify questions not included in the survey that pos-
sibly should be, (3) identify any questions that should be deleted, and
(4) offer insight on the best method to distribute the survey to gain a higher
response rate. Once the qualitative pilot test was completed, the survey
instrument was adjusted to reflect the comments made by the pilot study
participants.

Following the pilot study, the 50 restaurants’ Web sites were reviewed
to search for links to Facebook, MySpace, LinkedIn, Twitter, and email. The
results of the Web site reviews, coupled with data from the pilot study,
indicated the social networking sites to include in the final survey were
Facebook, Twitter, and Fishbowl.

Next, 5 random locations across the U.S. were chosen for each of
the 50 restaurants chains. Therefore, 50 brands represented by a total of
250 restaurants were established from which to collect data. Based on the
feedback from restaurant managers during the pilot study, the survey was
edited and created in an online format. However, also based on restau-
rant managers’ feedback, each of the 250 restaurants were contacted by
telephone and provided the following information.

● Name of university conducting the research
● Purpose of research
● Incentive of their name being placed in a drawing for a FlipVideo if they

completed the survey
● The option of answering the survey questions online, receiving a hard

copy in the mail, or simply answering the questions over the telephone.

FINDINGS

Of the 250 restaurants contacted and asked to participate in the survey, 34 of
the phone numbers were disconnected, 2 mailed surveys came back unde-
liverable, and 4 managers stated only corporate could answer the survey.
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Therefore, the total number of reachable respondents was 210. Restaurant
managers were asked (via a phone call) if they would be willing to par-
ticipate in the study. If they were willing to participate, they were asked if
they preferred to complete the survey in one of the following ways: (1) ver-
bally over the phone, (2) through a hard copy mailed to them, or (3) via a
Web form survey on the Internet. Of the 210 managers that were contacted,
55 managers completed the survey. Therefore, the response rate was 26%.

A demographics section was included at the end of the survey to
determine the gender and age of the participant; his/her job title, and the
city/state of the restaurant. Regarding gender, 51% of the respondents were
male and 24% were female; 14 (25%) chose to not respond to this survey
item. A wide age distribution of respondents was achieved. Eighteen per-
cent of respondents indicated they were 31–35 years of age; 16% were
36–40, and 11% were over the age of 45; three age groups each held
9% of the respondents (less than 25, 26–30, and 41–45); and 15 (27%)
did not indicate their age. Job titles varied among respondents, 48% were
unit managers, 9% were assistant managers, and 7% were shift managers;
19 (35%) did not indicate their position. The restaurant locations in this
study represent 26 states/districts: Alabama, Arkansas, Arizona, California,
Colorado, Florida, Georgia, Illinois, Indiana, Kansas, Kentucky, Louisiana,
Maryland, Massachusetts, Michigan, New Mexico, North Carolina, Ohio,
Oregon, Pennsylvania, South Carolina, Texas, Utah, Virginia, Wisconsin, and
Washington, DC.

Of the 55 respondents, 32 (58%) indicated their restaurant did not use
social networks such as Facebook, Twitter or Fishbowl; yet 23 (42%) indi-
cated their operation did use such sites. Those using social networking sites
were asked to identify which specific sites their operation used by asking
respondents to check all that applied, including an “other” category. Results
showed of those restaurants using social networking sites, 16 (70%) used
Facebook, 9 (39%) used Twitter, and 7 (30%) indicated they used other
social networking sites.

Respondents indicating the use of social networking sites within their
restaurant operation were asked questions pertaining to how they used such
sites. Thirteen (57%) indicated Facebook was used to spread best practices
within the corporation, 7 (30%) used Twitter and 5 (22%) used FishBowl for
the same purpose. The percentages of restaurants using Facebook, Twitter,
FishBowl, and the corporate Web site for a variety of purposes are provided
in Table 1.

Results showed product advertising, finding employees (recruiting), and
communicating with customers or potential customers were the primary rea-
sons why these restaurants engaged in social networking. Respondents were
asked to identify specifically what types of items were advertised by the
restaurant via social networks. Results indicated that special menu items
(52%), new menu items (52%), and special events (52%) were advertised
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TABLE 1 How do Restaurants use Facebook, Twitter, and FishBowl?

n = 23 (respondents may check all that apply)

Question: Which social networking
site(s) do you use . . . ? Facebook Twitter FishBowl

Corporate
website

to advertise 13 (57%) 8 (35%) 7 (30%) 12 (52%)
to find employees 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 6 (26%)
to obtain customer feedback 6 (26%) 3 (13%) 1 (4%) 10 (43%)
to provide coupons 5 (22%) 3 (13%) 4 (17%) 7 (30%)
to encourage customers to dine on

birthdays or anniversaries
6 (26%) 3 (13%) 3 (13%) 1 (4%)

to encourage repeat customers 9 (39%) 5 (22%) 5 (22%) 6 (26%)
for public relations 11 (48%) 7 (30%) 3 (13%) 8 (35%)
to build customer relations 14 (61%) 8 (35%) 4 (17%) 7 (30%)
to get new customers 11 (48%) 9 (39%) 4 (17%) 9 (39%)
for internal communication 3 (13%) 0 (0%) 1 (4%) 9 (39%)

most often on the social network sites. Respondents indicated they also used
email and newsletters to provide coupons and sale promotions to customers.

Respondents indicated their restaurant used social networking as one
means to assist in finding employees (recruiting) (35%); other avenues
for finding employees noted were Craigslist (26%) and Monster.com (9%).
Customer feedback was gained through social networking sites by several
restaurants (26%); respondents also indicated their restaurants gain customer
feedback by using Mind Share (9%), Open Table (13%), and other feedback
forms (4%). Open Table was also noted as a technology used to encourage
repeat customers by 9% of the respondents, in addition to the 9% using
social networking sites for this purpose.

Participants were asked if they believed using social networking
increased their customer base. Thirty-two (58%) indicated they did believe
it would increase their customer base and 7 (13%) indicated they did not
believe it would increase their customer base. When asked if they believe
the use of social networking was dependent on the age of the manager,
13 (24%) indicated they believed it is dependent on the manager’s age and
28 (51%) indicated it was not. Table 2 provides additional information on
managers’ beliefs regarding the use of social networking.

Participants also indicated through an open response question they
believed the following: Social networking

● may be beneficial in reaching customers under 35 years old;
● has given us a way to reach people where they socialize;
● makes us more personable and available to our guests;
● has potential in attracting a younger crowd to our restaurant;
● made a huge difference in all aspect of our business;
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TABLE 2 Managers’ Perceptions on the use of Social Networking

n = 55

Statement: I believe using
social networking sites . . .

Strongly
agree Agree Disagree

Strongly
agree Unsure

No
response

increased the number of
customers

4 (7%) 17 (31%) 4 (7%) 2 (4%) 13 (24%) 15 (27%)

increased revenue 4 (7%) 18 (33%) 4 (7%) 1 (2%) 12 (22%) 16 (29%)
reduced money spent on

advertising
1 (2%) 19 (35%) 14 (25%) 2 (4%) 4 (7%) 15 (27%)

made advertising easier 4 (7%) 18 (33%) 6 (11%) 1 (2%) 11 (20%) 15 (27%)
made it easier to find

employees
0 (0%) 11 (20%) 12 (22%) 1 (2%) 15 (27%) 16 (29%)

improved menu items 0 (0%) 11 (20%) 19 (35%) 2 (4%) 6 (11%) 17 (31%)
improved customer service 0 (0%) 19 (35%) 11 (20%) 3 (5%) 6 (11%) 16 (29%)

● helped increase exposure to potential guests and employees without
increasing budget;

● increased employee socialization outside of work;
● broadened ability to reach customers;
● has a definite potential—a lot is not tapped, but it may be gone in three

years;
● created buzz about out restaurant;
● opened new avenues to reach potential customers;
● changed the way we interact and made it easier;
● increased business; and
● still leaves me unsure about the results of its use.

LIMITATIONS

One limitation of the current study is that the research was done with
only chain restaurants. The data was collected from 50 randomly selected
chain restaurants using 5 of each of their locations for a total of 250 units.
Therefore, the data cannot be generalized across all independent restau-
rants; however, it is believed the results are a good indication of some of
the best practices for social networking use within chain restaurants across
the United States.

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTITIONERS

Restaurants should analyze available technology and how it relates to mar-
keting efforts, administrative work and human resources management before
implementing a new technology (Oronsky & Chathoth, 2007). Managers
should also use technology to minimize costs, implementing it in a timely
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manner, to result in a competitive advantage. When evaluating technologies
and determining whether to implement them or not, managers need to con-
sider the long-term effect the technology may have on the organization as
costs associated with new technology may more than pay for themselves
through an increase in revenues (Kimes, 2008; Oronsky & Chathoth, 2007).

The current study has provided data relevant to the use of social media
sites with chain restaurants in the U.S. and managers’ perceptions of the
usefulness of social networking sites. Research shows there are no consistent
social networking sites that all restaurant chains use, there are no consistent
uses for these sites, and managers have differing opinions about their overall
usefulness in restaurant operations and marketing. Therefore, this indicates
that the usefulness of social networking sites is still not yet determined.

One consistent theme developed through this research was that social
networking sites are useful for advertising and marketing a restaurant brand
at an inexpensive cost to the restaurant. The current research echoes the
information provided by Perlik (2009d) in that it appears that social net-
working sights can be used and are used for a variety of reasons in the
restaurant industry. Social networking sites can be used for the following:

1. Find employees.
Posting available position information on social networks is easy, free,
and it reaches a targeted audience of people who already are interested
in your operation, many of whom likely are in the industry.

2. Get feedback on new menu items.
Restaurants can request customer input via Facebook and Twitter for
menu research and development and monitor what fans and followers
say about their restaurant.

3. Spread ideas and best practices throughout the restaurant system.
Social networks are beneficial for internal and external communications.
This allows store owners to share information and best practices in blog
posts, wikis and threaded discussions (Perlik, 2009d).

4. Promote new publications or other items.
A chef or restaurant may use Twitter or Facebook to get feedback
from followers on an upcoming cookbook or other merchandise. When
authors or restaurants do this, it is hoped their items are more relevant
and customer targeted.

5. Use employees as brand ambassadors.
Restaurants can use social-media-savvy staff members to spread enthu-
siasm and information about their brand through social networking
sites.

6. Maintain a direct dialogue with customers and reach potential new
customers.
Social media allows companies to keep in touch with their customers on
a regular basis to inform them about what is new.
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7. Boost excitement and traffic by sharing information
Create unique contests, coupons and giveaways; share menu inspirations;
and RT (retweet) positive feedback from customers.

8. Update the community and your customers on a variety of projects (i.e.,
opening new restaurants, rebuilding old ones, etc.) (Perlik, 2009d).

Social Networking’s Projected Future Impact on Restaurants

More research should be conducted in the use of social networking in the
restaurant and hospitality industry to determine the best practices for the
future. The current study shows what is currently being done by a random
sample of the top 400 restaurant chains as well as manager perception of the
uses of the social networking sites, but looking at the future uses and best
practices will help restaurant organizations stay ahead of the competition
and create a competitive advantage for themselves. Consensus among many
restaurant operators reveals most believe social networking has a place in
their business model, even if many are still trying to figure out its best
use. The National Restaurant Association (2010b) reports that 40% of fullser-
vice operators and over 50% of quickservice operators who were not using
Facebook as of late 2009, planned to be using some form of social net-
working within two years. Other forms of social media were also gaining
attention. Thirty-eight percent of these quickservice operators also plan to
launch blogs, while approximately 20% of the fullservice operators expect
to be using YouTube or other video-sharing sites within two years.

Technology research specialist Gartner Inc. has compared the magni-
tude of anticipated change that social media will have on how business is
conducted to the impact the Internet has had on business organizations and
their processes (Austin, Drakos, Rozwell, & Landry, 2010). Furthermore the
rate of change is occurring so quickly that few companies have coordinated
social initiatives. “Social is still in its infancy, and . . . will become a key
customer channel that no business can ignore. It will impact the way that
organizations influence, promote, market, sell and service their customers”
(Drobik & Jacobs, 2010).

Nigel Fenwick, Vice President and Principal Analyst, Forrester Research,
provided the keynote address at the Foodservice Technology Conference
and Showcase on February 23, 2010 in Long Beach, CA. His address
centered on social media and how it has created a “new societal and
business paradigm”. He advised restaurants to learn how to market by shar-
ing success stories involving customers. Fenwick stated “social computing
is a transformational change in how we do business,” acknowledging its
power.

Social networking will likely become the primary means used by organi-
zations to establish credibility and gain the trust of its customers. Trust is key
to maintaining customer loyalty and repeat business from loyal customers is
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key to profitability. Yet only a few organizations, across all brands, have
established a social customer relations management strategy (Moaz, 2010).

An international research firm, Deloitte Hospitality, identified seven key
drivers of success for hospitality businesses’ targeted at 2015 and beyond.
Two of the key drivers for success directly involve technology. Deloitte
stated, in order to effectively compete in the future, hospitality compa-
nies must continue to invest in technology, especially website and mobile
technologies. Additionally, they predict the rapid growth of social media will
continue. Deloitte indicated though this was good for consumers it produces
both threats and opportunities for restaurateurs’ and how the social media
is handled will impact the organization’s success (as cited in National Club
Association, 2010).
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