Building and Maintaining Your Edge in a Competitive Market

by Patricia Luebke

A component to being successful as a restaurateur is recognizing that the business environment is constantly changing, and that you’ve got to juggle a lot of information in order to stay on top and manage your restaurant in the most productive way. 

In addition to running the day-to-day operations, you need to keep an eye on the future so you can keep pace with your competition and other market trends. Basically, three areas need watching. 

Watch your competition. It’s good business sense to keep up to date with what your competition is doing. That doesn’t mean peering across their parking lot with binoculars, but it can mean knowing what menu items and specials they offer, what their prices are, how they are different and how they are the same as you. By watching their ads, their Web sites or coupon offers, you will never be caught flat-footed by a bold competitive maneuver. 

Some restaurant owners think that since they are the only “family-style Italian” or “upscale steakhouse” in the immediate area that they have no competition. That’s shortsighted reasoning. Your competitors are every “substitute” activity on which your customers can spend their discretionary dollar. Depending on your target customer, your competition could be a restaurant with a completely different menu but similar pricing. Or it could be a night at the bowling alley, and a couple of burgers and fries. Know who is luring your customers and potential customers into their businesses, how they are doing it, and what they offer. Then, do everything better than they do. 

Be a student of your industry. You’re in the hospitality industry so it’s helpful to know how the industry is doing. Ask your industry sales representatives how things are going. What are the restaurant business trends? How are other restaurants like yours faring? Your representative can also pass along good information about successful ideas they see being used in other areas. Part of keeping up with the industry means reading industry publications so that you know about new products and new trends. If you don’t have time to read, learn to quickly scan for information. 

Be a student of the economy and business climate. We can become so involved in our own business and profession, that we ignore the world around us. Stay abreast of economic and general business trends; they can reach every sector, including local restaurants. You can also develop a sense of how current events and changes in the business cycle affect your restaurant. 

You may find that business tends to increase in the wake of unsettling news and events, as people look for affordable ways to forget their troubles. Look “outside the box” for good ideas. The florist or optometrist next door is not in the restaurant business, but could be a source of clever marketing or operation ideas. If you notice that a neighboring business seems to be doing particularly well, invite the owner to your restaurant for coffee and desert and ask her what she is doing to keep business thriving. 

Glean good ideas from another industry. One way to think outside the restaurant world is to attend a trade show or exposition from another industry. Check your local convention and visitors bureau to see what conventions are scheduled at a city in your area. Your next great idea just could come from a computer or boating industry trade show.

