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Although QSRs have long recognized the value of adding drive-thru service to their offerings, 
fast casuals are just now coming around, with operations including Starbucks and Panera 
Bread making drive-thrus a central part of their operations.

Add into that mix the increasing prevalence of mobile ordering apps, and there’s a good 
chance that the drive-thru will undergo a major shift in coming years. Instead of being just 
a place where people order at a speaker and pay at the window, the drive-thru will likely 
become a place where people pass through to pick up the order they’ve placed and paid for 
via a smartphone app.

The mobile app revolution

The increase in penetration of smartphones is clearly reshaping the way businesses conduct 
operations. According to a January 2017 study by the Pew Research Center, 77 percent of 
Americans own a smartphone, while a 2016 study by research firm App Annie estimated the 
number of apps downloaded to those smartphones that year would top 90 billion. 

A later study by App Annie estimates that purchases of goods and services through mobile 
apps will represent 95 percent of the overall app economy in 2021. 
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The restaurant industry has been getting a heaping helping of the mobile app pie. 
Downloads of fast-casual mobile ordering apps increased at a compound annual growth 
rate of 15 percent between the first half of 2014 and the first half of 2016, according to 
information compiled by Business Insider. For QSRs, it’s a whopping 35 percent over the 
same period, with growth for both segments expected to continue for the foreseeable future.

The use of mobile apps offers a number of benefits to restaurant operators, including giving 
them the opportunity to reallocate some order-taking staff to handle more complicated 
tasks. In addition, the digital trail left by the use of mobile ordering apps allows operators 
to collect customer data such as demographic information and email addresses for use in 
targeted marketing efforts and loyalty programs. 

The mobile app revolution is creating new opportunities in the drive-thru arena as well.

Cultivating the time-challenged customer

Restaurants have been catering to the quick-pickup crowd for years, realizing that making 
it easier for time-pressed consumers to grab a carryout order will be a key component of 
their sales growth going forward. In fact, it’s a rare restaurant that doesn’t have designated 
parking spaces for carryout customers. 

Fast casual restaurants are taking it a step further. Panera Bread, for example, is making 
its rapid pickup service a centerpiece of the company’s growth plans. The service allows 
customers to order and pay for their meal either online or via mobile ordering app and pick it 
up at a time they designate. When they arrive at the restaurant, their food will be waiting for 
them at an order pickup station.
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Chipotle Mexican Grill installed a second make line in 25 of its New York restaurants to 
handle digital sales, addressing a common complaint about long lines. Thanks in part to 
those changes, Chipotle’s Web ordering increased 52 percent in 2Q17 compared with the 
same period in the previous year, while mobile ordering increased 37 percent. Second 
make line sales as a percentage of Chipotle’s overall sales rose to a record 8.5 percent for 
the quarter.

“This new make line will enable digital orders to be made more quickly, accurately, and 
efficiently, and it will allow for tablet ordering as a way to skip the queue and eventually for 
things like virtual drive-thrus or other ways to order outside the restaurants,” said Chipotle 
CEO Steve Ells.

And Little Caesars is streamlining the process of serving pizza with its new Reserve-
N-Ready service, built around a new self-service mobile order pick-up station dubbed 
the Pizza Portal. The company co-developed the Pizza Portal with Apex Supply Chain 
Technologies, a leading provider of automated dispensing systems.

Under the service customers place an order and pre-pay via the Little Caesars mobile  
app, which notifies them when their order is ready. When the customer arrives at the store, 
they skip the line and go directly to the Pizza Portal and input a 3-digit pin or scan a QR 
code. The door on the customer’s secured compartment opens, and they take their hot, 
fresh order.

“The genuine purpose behind integrating advanced technology into our stores is all about 
improving the customer experience, and building on our convenience and quality,” said Little 
Caesars CEO David Scrivano.
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The technologies come together

With the increasing importance of mobile ordering, it only makes sense for fast casual 
operators to merge the technology with the drive-thru window.

The Bloomington, Ill.-based Meatheads Burgers & Fries, for example, began to combine 
mobile ordering with its drive-thru operations as a convenience for its customers and to 
maintain to-go sales when the weather was bad. Four of the company’s 17 locations have 
drive-thru windows.

“Even if a customer phones in an order, we tell them they can come through the drive-thru 
for food pickup at the window,” Meatheads CFO Brian Landstrom told the online news site 
Restaurant Business. “People are shocked when we tell them that.” 

The addition of a mobile ordering component overcomes many of the challenges of drive-
thru service, including bottlenecks caused by indecisive customers at the menu board and 
those fumbling for a payment method at the window.

The feature is a great customer service point for Meatheads, Landstrom said.

“It can help drive revenue in those off periods, when the weather is bad and customers do 
not want to get out of their car, or you have a mom with kids coming from practice or school 
and she doesn’t want to drag three kids out of the car to come in to pick up a to-go order,” 
he told the news site.

Still, many restaurants don’t have the footprint to install or expand a drive-thru. That’s not 
keeping them out of the game, though.

A few tasty tidbits about the place of technology in the restaurant

• 40 percent of restaurant customers prefer to order online.

• When they do, spend increased by 26 percent at QSRs and 13 percent at fast casuals.

• 40 percent of customers want to hear from restaurants more than once a month.

• 80 percent want the interaction to be about discounts and special offers.

• 70 percent of respondents to a restaurant technology survey look for apps that deliver personalized 
offers and convey the sense that a restaurant “knows them.”

Source: Deloitte Digital: The Restaurant of the Future
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Sunnyvale, Calif.-based fast casual concept Starbird Chicken, for example, is combining a 
mobile ordering app with curbside delivery to serve carryout customers. When the customer 
arrives at Starbird’s Sunnyvale location, they press an “I’m here” button on the app to 
alert staff to begin preparing their order. The restaurant promises that mobile orders will be 
delivered to car within 3-5 minutes of pressing the button.

Starbird’s did consider using beacon technology to alert the restaurant that the customer 
had arrived, but opted for the button method instead. However, some form of proximity 
technology is likely to be a factor in the fast casual sector going forward.

The changes continue

The melding of mobile and drive-thru are likely to remake the restaurant experience going 
forward. Possibilities include dedicated drive-thru lanes to accommodate app orders or 
outdoor locker systems activated by a mobile phone, allowing a customer to receive their 
order without ever having to interact with restaurant staff.

Many of the changes coming to the drive-thru are already well underway. U.S. patent 
application No. 20140114778, submitted by point-of-sale system provider NCR Corp., 
describes a technology under which an interactive ordering screen appears on a customer’s 
mobile phone as they near a restaurant. The customer can place and pay for their order via 
their mobile device and pick it up at the drive-thru.

And U.S. patent application No. 20150379650, submitted by a San Diego-based inventor, 
outlines a similar process of ordering and paying through the use of wireless beacons. 

These are just two examples of the countless innovations promising to reshape the drive-
thru. Integrating mobile apps with location-aware technologies will enable restaurants 
to track a guest as they approach the drive-thru, allowing for a more personalized 
conversation. A welcome message might be delivered to a guest’s phone when they enter 
the parking lot, greeting them by name and offering one more opportunity for upsell.

“Your order is ready at the pickup window,” the app might read. “May we offer you a slice  
of cheesecake for dessert?”
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