
NO. 13 CONSUMER SURVEY: WHAT GUESTS WANT IN HOLIDAY DINING

Naomi Pomeroy, winner of 
James Beard Best Chef Northwest, 

changes the Beast menu weekly.
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Diners are increasingly 
selecting restaurants based 
on the overall experience, 
with the setting and 
seating as much a factor 
as food and service.

Design
Elements
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RestauRant smaRts Design elements

Restaurant design trends come and go,
pushing beyond sculptural accents or
OMWUM\ZQK�Å`\]ZM[��4I[\�aMIZ��KWUU]-
VIT�\IJTM[�_MZM�ITT�\PM�ZIOM��*MNWZM�\PI\��
\PM�-LQ[WV�J]TJ�PIL�Q\[�\QUM�\W�[PQVM��
This year, inspired by the revitalization
WN�]ZJIV�IZMI[��QVL][\ZQIT�QV[XQZML�TWWS[�
KWV\QV]M�\W�OZW_��

<WLIa��I�ZM[\I]ZIV\¼[�QV\MZQWZ�Q[�WN\MV�
I[�M^IT]I\ML�I[�Q\[�NWWL��NIKQTQ\I\ML�Ja�
\PM�ZQ[M�WN�[WKQIT�UMLQI��ZM^QM_�_MJ[Q\M[��
IVL�KW]V\TM[[�NWWL�JTWO[�\PI\�TM\�K][\WU-
MZ[�^QM_�XPW\W[�WN�\PM�ZM[\I]ZIV\¼[�QV\M-
ZQWZ� IVL� NWWL�JMNWZM� \PMa¼^M� M^MV�
[\MXXML�NWW\�QV[QLM�I�^MV]M��

“Restaurant owners and operators

ZMITQbM�O]M[\[�_IV\�I�LQVQVO�M`XMZQMVKM�
JMaWVL�R][\�OZMI\�NWWL�IVL�[MZ^QKM�º�[Ia[�
+PZQ[\QIV�5K)]TMa��W_VMZ�WN�1UIOQVM�
<QTM��¹<PQ[�KIV�JM�IKKWUXTQ[PML�_Q\P�
unique design elements to create an
QV\MZIK\Q^M�IVL�MVOIOQVO�MV^QZWVUMV\�º

Design trends are also being driven
by community-oriented and environ-
mentally conscious Millennials, who
[PW_�I�OZW_QVO�LM[QZM�NWZ�M\PVQK�IVL�
ZMOQWVIT�I]\PMV\QKQ\a��

The Rise of the Millennials
*WZV�IVa_PMZM�NZWU��!� �\W�������5QT-
lennials are the largest population
LMUWOZIXPQK�\PM�=�;��PI[�M^MZ�[MMV��

)KKWZLQVO�\W�*IZZWV¼[��\PQ[�OZW]X��[WUM-
\QUM[�L]JJML�/MVMZI\QWV�A��\W\IT� ��
UQTTQWV��UISQVO�\PMU���XMZKMV\�TIZOMZ�
\PIV�\PM�*IJa�*WWUMZ�OMVMZI\QWV��

1VL][\Za�M`XMZ\[�XZWRMK\�5QTTMVVQIT[�
will become the strongest brand and
KWV[]UMZ�QVÆ]MVKMZ[�[QVKM�\PM�*IJa�
*WWUMZ�OMVMZI\QWV��)KKWZLQVO�\W�\PM�
=VQ\ML�6I\QWV¼[�,MXIZ\UMV\�WN�-KW-
VWUQK�IVL�;WKQIT�)NNIQZ[��Ja�\PM�aMIZ�
������5QTTMVVQIT[�_QTT�W]\V]UJMZ�VWV�
5QTTMVVQIT[�Ja����UQTTQWV��IVL�\PMQZ�
QVÆ]MVKM�WV�\PM�ZM[\I]ZIV\�QVL][\Za��IVL�
ZM[\I]ZIV\�LM[QOV��KIVVW\�JM�QOVWZML�

According to Technomic’s report,
“Understanding the Foodservice Atti-

The Engine Driving  
Restaurant Design
Millennials seek authenticity in food and beverage, but that mentality
expands to furniture and interiors, as well. By Terah Shelton Harris
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all restaurants 
are trying to 

tell a story, 
according to 
tesser design 

director brent 
white, and his 
role is to help 

highlight what 
makes each 
restaurant 

story unique.
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tudes & Behaviors of Millennials,” 41 
percent of Millennials purchase food 
away from home at least twice a week.

“Millennials are starting to shift the 
focus of restaurants and [inf luence] 
what’s going on,” says Brad Belletto, 
CEO of Vision360. “They are very 
health-conscious and a little bit more 
environmentally correct than past gen-
erations, so those are driving elements.”

According to research by the Center 
for Culinary Development, Millennials 
value authenticity above almost all else, 
[WUM\PQVO�*MTTM\\W�PI[�_Q\VM[[ML�ÅZ[\-
hand.

“When I’m out with Millennials who 
_WZS�QV�\PM�KWUXIVa��\PM�ÅZ[\�\PQVO�\PMa�
gravitate toward are the recycled ele-
ments, like railroad ties that someone 
turned into a seat,” he says. “It really 
stems from their lifestyle and even some 
of their eating habits.”

Belletto says Vision360 aims to help 
restaurateurs understand their current 
clientele with a focus on designing for 
the future. Recent ly, a cl ient of 
Vision360, who owned a restaurant sit-
uated in the same space for 17 years, 
decided to relocate to a trendier, up-
and-coming part of town. 

“For this client, our focus on design 
is to help him understand who his new 
diners are going to be,” Belletto says. 

“That’s driven by our research and our 
understanding of Millennials.”

Themes as Design Elements
Themes or motifs are highly recom-
mended by design experts, who say a 
strong theme has the potential to turn 
a restaurant into a destination. Align-
ing a restaurant’s theme with burgeon-
ing trends, helps create an experience 
that entices and delights customers.

“Theming plays a major role in the 
design aspect. It can be subtle or dra-
matic and in-your-face,” says Terry Col-
lins, president of Themed Environments 
and Effects. “In my discussions with 
developers, they’re interested in doing 
things differently and creating things to 
stand out, rather than looking like just 
another restaurant.”

McAuley at Imagine Tile says when 

RestauRant smaRts Design elements

Design elements that are often overlooked, such as tile accents on
VJG�YCNNU��VCDNGU��CPF�ƃQQTU�QT�VJG�ƃQYGTU�QP�VJG�VCDNG��GPJCPEG�VJG�
experience. Imagine Tile has spent the last decade creating and 

producing commer-
cially rated ceramic tiles 
and works directly with 
architects and designers 
to reproduce textures, 
patterns, photos, illus-
trations, and even three-
dimensional images into 
tiles. Patented glazing 
technology allows it to 
print images on the tile, 
which are designed spe-
EKƂECNN[�HQT�JKIJ�VTCHƂE�
indoor and outdoor use.

“Our products create themed environments and offer customiza-
tion capabilities, which are not common in the tile industry,” says 
Christian McAuley, owner of Imagine Tile. “We help brands rein-
force their marketing messages and brand story through the tile. 
#�EWUVQO�VKNG�DQTFGT�QT�C�WPKSWG�ƃQQT�ECP�CFF�EQNQT�CPF�ƃCKT�VJCV�
TGƃGEVU�VJG�DTCPFoU�RGTUQPCNKV[�q
5KOKNCTN[��VCDNG�CEEGPVU�NKMG�ƃQYGTU�ECP�TGKPHQTEG�C�TGUVCW-

rant brand and personalize the dining experience. Shelley Rosen, 
HQWPFGT�QH�%JKECIQoU�.WZG�$NQQO��C�UWDUETKRVKQP�DCUGF�DWUK-
PGUU�VJCV�UWRRNKGU�RTGUGTXGF�'EWCFQTKCP�ƃQYGTU�HQT�TGUVCWTCPVU��
spas, and luxury retailers, says consumers have more resources at 
VJGKT�ƂPIGTVKRU�VQ�JGNR�VJGO�UGNGEV�VJG�FKPG�QWV�GZRGTKGPEG�VJCV�KU�
exactly what they want it to be.

“The customer can search the menus in advance and they can 
also see what the décor looks like in advance—the customer is 
really empowered now, which has made the restaurateur elevate 
JGT�ICOG�q�4QUGP�UC[U��.WZG�$NQQO�ƃQYGTU�CTG�RTGUGTXGF�WUKPI�
sugar water, which helps them last up to three months. The pre-
UGTXGF�ƃQYGTU��YJKEJ�TGSWKTG�PQ�WRMGGR��GNGXCVG�VJG�FKPKPI�GZRGTK-
GPEG�YKVJ�CP�GNGICPV�ƂPKUJKPI�VQWEJ�QP�VJG�VCDNG��

Traditional Italian restaurants often use red roses as a symbol of 
GNGICPEG�CPF�TQOCPEG��5Q�KV�KU�ƂVVKPI�VJCV�QPG�QH�.WZG�$NQQOoU�ENK-
ents, Rosebud Restaurants, a Chicago-based restaurant group, pro-
EWTGU�.WZG�$NQQOoU�UKIPCVWTG�TQUG�HQT�KVU�VCDNGU��
p%GPVTQoU�'ZGEWVKXG�%JGH�,QG�(CTKPC�UGGMU�VQ�CEJKGXG�C�VTCFKVKQPCN�

GZRGTKGPEG�YKVJ�VJG�ƂPGUV�+VCNKCP�OGPW�CPF�GZRGTKGPEG�q�4QUGP�
GZRNCKPU��p.WZG�$NQQO�KU�UCXKPI�VJG�TGUVCWTCPV�VKOG�CPF�OQPG[�
without compromising the beauty the owner seeks to deliver.” 

Finishing Touches 
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people decide to spend the time and
money to eat at a restaurant, they want
to feel immersed in the experience.

“It’s not enough to have a delicious
meal,” McAuley explains. “Consumers
expect the restaurant design to comple-
ment, or even enhance, the food itself,
and our custom capabilities help them
achieve just that.”

At Themed Environments and
Effects, Collins says designs involve cre-
ating an atmosphere, and the company
has designed tropical restaurants, Afri-
can-themed restaurants, and oldies res-
taurants.

“[The restaurant] can become a must-
see attraction in its community,” Col-
lins says. “When I design a restaurant,
my intention is to make it different in a
memorable way that will beg customers
to return over and over.”

In some instances, the design alone
can generate word-of-mouth marketing.

“As I said, a themed facility can be
subtle in nature, or it can go to the other
extreme,” he adds. “Some restaurants
are being adventurous and leaping into
new uncharted territory, while others
aren’t so much.”

Authenticity
According to Brent White, design direc-
tor at Tesser, all restaurants are trying

to tell a story through their food, bever-
age, and design, and they can create
more authenticity through the use of
real design materials.

“Customers are more savvy than they
used to be, and the things they touch
have to feel real,” White says. “They’re
looking for real materials and spaces
that are built on a genuine story. If a res-
taurant has a unique story or something
special about its food, then our task is to
PQOPTQOP\�\PI\�[XMKQÅK�MTMUMV\�WZ�XQMKM�
of the restaurant that’s different and
capitalize on it.”

Restaurants are also emphasizing
simplicity and comfort in a way that
appeals to customers.

For example, from a design stand-
point, Collins says some dining areas
are created to give guests privacy. On
the other hand, a different location may
dictate that the seating be closer together
to serve more guests.

“Ten years ago, a restaurant may
have wanted to make everything in all
of its locations identical,” White says. “It
_I[�[UIZ\�NZWU�I�ÅVIVKQIT�[\IVLXWQV\��
but a lot of our partners today are look-
ing for a system that they can apply to
a variety of units that makes each one
feel just a little bit unique and localized.”

Collins says a full-service restaurant
with a distinctive atmosphere is more

likely to stand out in a pool of giants in
the restaurant business—and this
encourages visits from Millennials, who
are looking for compelling places to dine
out at least a couple of times each week.

“Branding identity is a big piece of
what we emphasize, and you can have
one restaurant and still be a brand,” says
Brad Belletto of Vision360. “People
would have argued with that years ago,
but now people will drive across town if
you have the right brand.”

While much is made of restaurants
that tell a story and provide an un-
matched, worthy experience for the con-
sumer, some experts say a restaurant
can do even more.

Dana Zipser, director of business
development and marketing for Tesser,
says restaurants should provide a level
of personalization for each location,
something that connects with the con-
sumer beyond the story. “The whole
idea around this authenticity and trans-
parency factor is that people should be
able to identify and understand a res-
taurant’s message easily,” Zipser says.

“Then, they’ll tell their friends.”
Of course, the authenticity has to be

genuine. “If you’re not the real deal,
they’ll go and blast it out to their friends.
Information is getting out there quicker
than ever,” Zipser concludes.

Design elements RestauRant smaRts

the individuality of brand messaging is clearly conveyed throughout the design motifs at howard wang’s uptown
china brasserie, chili’s grill & bar, and panda inn. H
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