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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Just because the segment is dubbed “midscale” doesn’t mean it is stuck in the middle.  

Despite being flanked between the ballooning fast-casual segment and the already 

enormous casual-dining segment, family-dining concepts are finding ways to forge  

new paths and stand out from the competition. In this report, you’ll learn:

• Why attracting younger consumers is key to the future of this segment

• Ways to boost the experience, from menu item types to convenience and more

• Real-world examples of how family-dining operators are distinguishing the  

             experience in their establishments
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Family-dining restaurants in the U.S. are a $46.96 billion 

industry, according to Technomic’s Jan. 2019 U.S. Foodservice 

Industry Wallchart. Although sales and unit growth for Top 

500 family-dining operators are moderate (2.1% and 0.7%, 

respectively), the segment’s doing much better than casual-

dining chains (0.4% sales growth and 1.5% unit declines) and is 

keeping pace with quick-service chains (2.9% sales growth and 

0.7% unit growth).

This segment is certainly popular with consumers. Almost 

three-quarters (73%) of consumers have visited a family-

dining restaurant in the past six months. Generational skews 

are the most varied, with older consumers much more likely 

to have visited a family-dining restaurant in the past half year 

than their younger counterparts. 

Who is the Family-Dining Consumer?

GENDER:

GENERATION:

REGION:

ETHNICITY:

69%

76%

Gen Z

Asian

Millennials

Black/African-
American

Gen X

Caucasian

Baby Boomers

Hispanic

Matures

Mixed Ethnic 
Background

Q: Which of the following statements applies to you? Please select all that apply: “I have 
visited a family-dining restaurant in the past six months.”

Base: 1,067 consumers

68%

64%

72%

62%

63%

78%

79%

67%

96%

77%

Northeast65%

77%

75%

70%

Midwest

South

West

Base: 1,067 consumers
Source: Technomic Top 500 Chain Restaurant Report

Top 500 Family-
Dining Sales Growth

2.1%

Top 500 Family- 
Dining Unit Growth

0.7%
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Despite its frequent consumer visits, the family-dining  

segment has faced increased competition from a growing  

foodservice landscape, namely the flourishing fast-casual  

segment. Family dining has struggled the most to provide a 

differentiated experience. In fact, half of consumers (50%) say 

they would visit family-dining restaurants more if they offered a 

better overall experience, including 72% of Gen Zers and 62% of 

Millennials. 

Because attracting younger consumers is key to the future of  

this segment, you really need to boost the experience—from  

the menu item types to the convenience factor and more—in 

order to stand out. Let’s look at a few ways family-dining operators 

are distinguishing the experience in their establishments.

Takeout Thrives as 
Convenience Remains King
Consumers today often opt for speed and convenience when it 

comes to their meal occasions. That’s one reason why fast-

casual establishments have made such a great impact on the 

foodservice arena in recent years—they balance speed with 

quality. But consumers also expect this balance at family-

dining operations. In fact, some seven in 10 consumers (69%) 

expect speedy service at a family-dining restaurant without 

sacrificing food and beverage quality. 

Several family-dining operators are finding ways to succeed 

when convenience is king. Some chains are adding delivery, 

whereas others are transforming stores so takeaway areas are 

more visible and separate from dine-in counters. Others are 

adding mobile apps and table tablets for ordering and payment.

1

Unique, Trendy Offerings
Family-dining restaurants are known for their plethora of 

breakfast and lunch offerings with a comfort food slant. 

However, comfort food can come in many applications, and 

growing concepts are capitalizing on today’s menu trends 

by infusing unique ingredients into dishes and beverages 

or rolling out new menu items altogether. Some menu 

trends we’re seeing at family-dining restaurants include 

craveable mashups, nontraditional applications of common 

ingredients, ethnic fare, functional ingredients and more—

all of which give guests new and exciting menu experiences.

2

Beaverton, Ore.-based Shari’s Cafe and Pies has been 
testing a redesign over the past year. Now implemented 
at most of the chain’s 94 locations, the redesign features 
a separate delivery pickup area, a tactic which improved 
speed of service by 40%, according to CEO Sam Borgese. 
He told Restaurant Business, “That turned out to be a really 
good move.”

In recent years, Egg Harbor Cafe has changed its menu 
with the times, offering on-trend yet easy-to-execute 
items such as avocado toast (pictured), as well as more 
global offerings that still align with the brand’s menu 
positioning, such as shakshuka.
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BEST-IN-CLASS  
FAMILY-DINING CONCEPT
First Watch is a best-in-class example of a family-dining 

operation that has successfully differentiated its experience 

through its broad menu appeal. In fact, consumers rank the 

University Park, Fla.-based concept in the top five (among 

the U.S.’s 100 chain restaurants with the greatest systemwide 

sales) for multiple menu attributes.

High-Quality Ingredients
Consumers are increasingly concerned with quality in their on-

premise eating occasions. Clean eating cues seem to resonate 

more with consumers visiting family-dining restaurants than 

traditional health cues such as low/no calorie (18%), low/no 

fat (21%) and sugar free (22%). Almost four in five consumers 

deem fresh ingredients to be important at family-dining 

operations, followed by natural (43%) and real (42%).

3

Kanela Breakfast Club, a six-unit Chicago-based family-
dining concept, sources local and organic ingredients 
whenever possible, including this Organic Acai Berry Bowl 
with housemade granola.

Leading Ingredient Attributes Consumers 
Deem Important at Family-Dining Restaurants

First Watch’s seasonal  
Blue Booster features white 
grape, blueberry, lemon and 

basil. It’s juiced daily using  
all-natural ingredients.

Consumer 
Ranking Within 
Top 100 Chains 
(Based on Sys-
temwide Sales)

Percent of 
Consumers Who 
Ranked Attribute 
as Very GoodAttribute

Availability of healthy options #1 74.6%

Serves natural, organic, sus-
tainable or responsibly sourced 
menu items and ingredients

#1 71.7%

Availability of healthy options 
on kids menus

#1 66.7%

Appeal of limited-time or 
seasonal offers

#1 66.4%

Unique items I can only get at 
the restaurant

#2 66.2%

Menu variety #4 66.1%

Variety of non-alcohol cold 
beverages

#4 64.0%

Ability to provide value through 
high-quality menu items

#2 60.8%
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First Watch is the 
fastest-growing 

Top 500 full-service 
chain (over $200 
million in sales)

YOY sales 
are up

31.8%

YOY units 
are up

23.4%

Base: Q4 2018             Source: Technomic Ignite consumer brand metrics data

Q: Which of the following ingredient attributes are important for family-dining restaurants 
to offer on menus? Select all that apply.

Base: 459 consumers who have visited a family-dining restaurant in the past six months

Fresh Natural Real Local
No artificial
sweeteners

78%

43% 42%

32% 32%



Top Reasons Consumers Visit Family 
Dining Over Other Segments

More value offerings 52%

Higher quality ingredients 
and preparations 51%

Recognizable and trusted 
brand names on the menu 37%

More familiar menu options 35%

Larger portion sizes 34%

More customizable options 34%

More all-day breakfast 
options 35%

More family-friendly options 29%

More unique menu options 26%

Q: Which of the following would make you more likely to visit a family-dining restaurant 
over a fast-casual or casual-dining restaurant? Select all that apply.

Base: 459 consumers who have visited a family-dining restaurant in the past six months
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Known for large portion sizes and $8 to $12 check averages, 

family-dining concepts are most recognized for the value 

they provide. In fact, more than half of consumers (52%) point 

to the plethora of value offerings as the leading reason they visit 

family dining over other restaurants. The segment’s higher- 

quality ingredients and preparations are another leading reason 

as to why consumers would select family-dining operations.

Recognizable, trusted brands drive visits. Some 37% of 

consumers say that recognizable and trusted brand names on 

the menu would make them more likely to visit a family-dining 

restaurant over a fast-casual or casual-dining restaurant.  

Here are a few additional stats regarding brands at family- 

dining concepts.

When consumers were asked to select from over 20 brands—

ranging from food to beverage—regarding what they would 

like to see more of at family-dining restaurants, condiments 

and sauces were far and away the greatest response, with 58% 

of consumers saying they’d like to see more branded jams, 

jellies, preserves, syrups, toppings and more. Providing these 

options on the table or plate as a topper for toast or other 

traditional breakfast starches, such as pancakes, waffles and 

French toast, is an easy way to appease consumers. Here are a 

few out-of-the-box tactics you should consider.

of consumers notice whether 
family-dining restaurants 

offer branded condiments 
on the table and menu, 

skewing significantly higher for 
Millennials (70%)

of consumers say recognizable 
and trusted brand-name 

ingredients boost their quality 
perception of family-dining 

restaurants, including 70% of 
Millennials and 69% of Gen Xers

63% 59%

Infuse juices, smoothies or other 
cold non-alcohol beverages with 
branded jams or jellies

Stir a fruit cup with branded jams 
or flavored toppings

Fill a pastry tart or crepe with 
branded condiments

Layer a yogurt bowl or parfait with 
branded preserves
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01 Bolster Your Brand Positioning 

The casual-dining segment has been struggling the past few years. Sales of Top 500 

casual-dining chains are flat at 0.4% growth, and units dropped 1.5% in the past year, 

per Technomic. This gives you a chance to swoop in where casual-dining operations are 

lacking, namely lack of identity and struggles to compete on value and convenience. You are 

in a good position to bolster your brand positioning in ways that appeal to a broad audience.

02 Modernize from Top to Bottom

You need to modernize your brand to keep up with changing consumer needs and the 

evolving foodservice environment. Modernization efforts include transforming menu 

offerings to be trendier, adding more unique and high-quality ingredients, and placing a 

greater emphasis on convenience, as it relates to order and payment as well as off-premise.

03 Balance the Familiar with the Unique 

Keeping up with the trends is crucial, but because your segment needs to appeal to a vast 

audience, you need to learn how to balance the new and trendy with the familiar. Consider 

spotlighting trusted brand products on a new, funky item or feature new and unfamiliar 

ingredients in a well-known dish or beverage.

05 Brands Boost Appeal

Branded fare is an important point of differentiation for your segment. Not only do more 

than three-fifths of consumers say recognizable and trusted brand name ingredients boost 

their quality perception of family-dining restaurants, but more than half point specifically 

to branded condiments and sauces as items they’d like to see more of at these concepts. Not 

only should these items be featured on the table, but they should also be infused into dishes 

and called out as such on your menus, in restaurants, on table tents or elsewhere. 

Value the Value Equation

Value is an essential component to your operation. But value means different things to 

different customers. Sure, cost and food quality weigh most heavily in the value equation, 

but service, loyalty programs and other endeavors are increasingly top of mind. Keep food 

quality and costs a priority, but don’t discount the human element.

04

Key Takeaways



8

Good memories in the making.™

©/® The J.M. Smucker Company

FAMILY-DINING TREND REPORT

Outshining the ever-growing competition can be a challenge, but Smucker Away From Home  

provides recognizable, trusted and even preferred branded solutions to support increasing  

restaurant traffic. Because consumers are most drawn to the value, quality and recognizable branded 

fare that family-dining operators provide, use Smucker products to drive those points home.

For more information, contact your Smucker Away From Home representative or visit

www.SmuckerAwayFromHome.com

®


