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One can hardly drive down a highway or through a neighborhood without passing a Wendy’s restaurant.  As American as baseball and apple pie, Wendy’s has earned its place in the hearts and appetites of people of all ages and established itself as a high-quality fast-food giant.  Though Wendy, with her smile and pig-tails, adorns the restaurant signage and corporate logo, customers will tell you that the personality of the company is embodied in its founder R. David Thomas.  

Wendy’s Roots:  How It All Started

In order to understand the Wendy’s philosophy and the values of the company, one needs to understand the background and values of its founder, Dave Thomas.  Because the company embodies many of his personal values and because he continues to be involved in the strategic direction and promotional activities, it is difficult to talk about one without the other.  

Dave Thomas was born in Atlantic City, New Jersey in 1932, immediately given up for adoption, and adopted six weeks later by a Michigan couple who would experience many hardships over the years.  Dave lost his adoptive mother at age 5, leaving his father, who struggled to find work for many years, with the responsibility of raising him.  As Rex Thomas looked for work, the family moved from state to state, staying in run down boarding houses and trailers.  Dave would attend 12 different schools in a 10-year period.

The stability in Dave’s life came from his grandmother, Minnie Sinclair, a strong but loving woman who worked hard to provide for her four children after her husband died. It was from her that Dave learned about the value of hard work. She always told him that hard work was good for the soul. She also taught him about quality.  “She used to tell us, ‘don’t cut corners,’ something I remembered when developing Wendy’s hamburgers,” says Thomas. “That’s why they’re square.”

Some of Dave’s fondest childhood memories are of the summers he spent with his grandmother, especially Saturday afternoons—a sacred time when they would drive to downtown Kalamazoo and eat at the counter of a five-and-dime store.  He recalls the swiveling chairs and people in uniforms preparing and serving food.  “Even then,” he says, “I was excited by the atmosphere of a restaurant.”
 

Living with a single, working father meant that Dave and his father ate most of their meals in restaurants, most of which specialized in hot dogs and Dave’s favorite food—hamburgers.  (That might explain why the hamburger-loving cartoon character Wimpy was Dave’s hero, rather than the buff, spinach-eating Popeye.)  During their dinners together, conversation was sparse.  “I spent a lot of time watching other families eat together, having a great time,” he says.  “I realized that eating out was about a lot more than food—it was about having a good time and sharing special events.”
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It wasn’t long before Thomas decided that he would one day own a restaurant. But he would first work for several restaurants, including Regas Restaurant in Knoxville, where he began working at the lunch counter at the ripe old age of 12.  There he learned from the Regas brothers to “work as if your job depends on every single customer, every day.”
  He would later adopt many of the principles he learned from his time at Regas Restaurant and pass them on to help employees manage Wendy’s restaurants.

Thomas later worked as a bus boy for Hobby House Restaurant, after his father moved the family (now fortified with a stepmother and three step sisters) to Ft. Wayne, Indiana.  Phil Clauss, owner of the Hobby House, would take Dave under his wing and eventually give him the opportunity of a lifetime. In 1953, he met Lorraine Buskirk, an 18-year-old waitress at the Hobby House, and would marry her one year later.  They would go on to have five children—Pam, Kenny, Molly, Lori, and Melinda Lou (whom they affectionately called Wendy because the other kids had a hard time saying Melinda Lou).

In 1956, Clauss introduced Dave to a 65-year-old gentleman who had concocted a secret blend of herbs and spices and a ‘better way of frying chicken.’  He sold his spices and special pressure cookers to restaurants, and they paid him a nickel for each piece of chicken they sold.  Colonel Sanders, with his now famous white mustache and goatee, would go on to take the restaurant business by storm—relying on franchisees eventually to spread Kentucky Fried Chicken restaurants (today known as KFC) around the country.  

Among the earlier restaurants were four in Columbus, Ohio, which Phil Clauss had opened in 1960.  Within a year, they were struggling, and Clauss offered Dave 40 percent ownership if he could turn around the operations.  The likelihood of success was slim—the restaurants had no credit and few sales; even Col. Sanders required cash on delivery. His wife and his mentor were the only ones who thought he could do it. The Colonel himself told Thomas that the stores were too far gone and that he should get out while he could.  But Dave persisted.

He turned to advertising to boost sales—an especially tricky tactic when you have no budget for advertising.  He got his chicken supplier to sponsor a newspaper ad and traded chicken for air time at local TV and radio stations, both of which led to increased sales. And then there was the ‘bucket.’  Thomas and Clauss had a clever marketing idea; put the chicken in a red and white striped bucket with Col. Sanders’ picture on it.  No other stores sold buckets of chicken.  A graphic artist created a sign with a wobbling chicken bucket for the outside of the restaurants, which attracted so much attention that Sanders put one outside each of his restaurants as well.

The Columbus restaurants flourished, and in 1968 Clauss sold his franchises to Kentucky Fried Chicken, which Sanders had sold previously.  At age 35, Dave Thomas became a millionaire.  He stayed with KFC briefly and then spent a little time at Arthur Treacher’s Fish and Chips, but he still dreamt of owning a hamburger shop.  

His dream would become reality in 1969, when he opened the first Wendy’s in downtown Columbus.  Housed in a building owned by his close friend, Len Immke, a car dealer who also had a passion for a good burger, Wendy’s had an old-fashioned look and feel.  Patrons dined at tables covered with turn of the century advertising and lit by hanging tiffany lamps.  Thomas offered a simple menu that consisted of singles, doubles, and triples, chili, french fries, and the now-famous Frosty Frozen Dessert.

To give the restaurant a wholesome image, he named it after his 8-year-old daughter Wendy.  The logo was created in her likeness—a little girl with red-pigtails, lots of freckles, and a big smile—beginning the theme of attaching a human personality to the Wendy’s brand..  The logo, which is still used today, would allow Wendy to live forever as an innocent 8-year-old in the minds of consumers and give them a place to go when they longed for good, old-fashioned food and value. Just as Wendy was present at the grand opening of her dad’s first restaurant, so have Wendy look-alike contest winners been present at other openings and official Wendy’s events.

Dave’s plan was to open five restaurants in the Columbus area, but critics said there wasn’t room in the market for another chain.  He proved them wrong.  He began franchising his chain in 1973 and by 1979 had opened 1000 restaurants.  In 1995, Wendy’s merged with Tim Horton’s, Canada’s largest national fast-food chain, specializing in coffee and baked-goods.
  The marriage has led to decreased operating costs in shared locations and the ability to serve more customers each day by offering foods that don’t compete with the traditional Wendy’s menu. 

Creating the Wendy’s Difference

Dave Thomas formulated the Wendy’s concept based on several important underlying assumptions about the market. He felt people wanted choices—beyond the hamburger and fries offerings of other quick service restaurants (QSR).  He also believed that consumers were fed-up with poor quality and were ready for an upscale hamburger place.

“Plenty of adults grew up loving hamburgers, but they didn’t like what they got at most fast-food places, where the food was designed for kids and teenagers who really didn’t care what they were eating,” says Dave.
  “We wanted to give customers a place to go for a hamburger the way they used to get them—with fresh, pure, American beef. We also wanted to create a warm, family-oriented yet somewhat upscale dining experience.”

With Dave’s vision and perseverance, the Wendy’s brand was born. At its inception, the brand represented Wendy’s competitive advantages in the marketplace:

· 100% pure hamburger—fresh (never frozen) and served hot

· Condiments served cold

· Meat not to touch the bun until it is sold

· Customized, made-to-order items

· Nice restaurant atmosphere—not a fast food restaurant—with fast service 

Wendy’s mission statement has remained a cornerstone of its long-term operating strategy—deliver total quality with great food, excellent service, competitive prices, and a sparkling atmosphere for each customer who visits our restaurants.  Though the Wendy’s concept has evolved over the last thirty years, Wendy’s positioning and underlying principles have remained relatively consistent. 

Addressing consumers’ needs and wants continues to be at the center of the Wendy’s philosophy and a driving force in its strategic direction.  At Wendy’s, this constant attention to changing consumer needs is called innovation, many of which address changing wants and tastes of adult customers. For example, Wendy’s was the first national chain to add salad bars (1979), the first to offer baked potatoes (1983), and establish a specific Value Menu (1989). And when consumers became more concerned about cholesterol and fat, Wendy’s took a leadership role in formulating and offering chicken items, eventually adding a skinless, grilled chicken sandwich in 1990. 

The Bitter Taste of Advertising Success

During the 1980s, QSRs entered what the media soon dubbed ‘the burger wars.’  The battle for consumer dollars began with a Burger King ad that featured what the company thought was its differentiation point—flame broiled hamburgers.  The ploy for consumer attention worked, and consumers flocked to Burger King to get a flame broiled burger like the one they saw sizzling on their television screens. The ability of advertising to draw customers into fast food restaurants became clear, and a new emphasis on advertising to drive sales of major burger brands began.  

Wendy’s answer to flame broiled burgers was Clara Peller.  Short on stature, big on attitude, Pellar made advertising history when she first uttered the now famous words, “Where’s the beef?” The seventy-something mighty mouth touted Wendy’s big, juicy hamburgers by complaining about the competitors’ small burgers and large buns.  The ad got a huge collective laugh from consumers and the ad industry alike.  It drove traffic to the stores and sales through the roof. It also brought Wendy’s numerous advertising awards.

While the ad was extremely effective in bringing customers to Wendy’s restaurants, it wasn’t enough to sustain sales over time. Unfortunately, when customers got to the stores, their expectations about cleanliness, service, and reliability of order fulfillment were not met. All of these factors weighed heavily on consumers’ perceptions of Wendy’s overall quality.  When advertising drives customers to stores, the stores must meet or exceed customers’ expectations from an operational standpoint if they are expected to return. Good advertising only accelerates the demise of poor products.

After the attention-grabbing Clara Peller ads, Wendy’s experienced multiple years of declining average store sales.
 Management took an integrated strategic approach to solving the sales problem. First, it would have to fix the operational problems at the store-level. Then, it would have to reposition Wendy’s in the minds of customers and win back their loyalty and trust.

Wendy’s turned to its founder for inspiration and guidance in this process. Dave came out of retirement and played a more active role in formulating the strategic direction of the company.  The company hired Mr. James Near, an excellent franchise owner known for his operational excellence, to orchestrate the operational turnaround.

Once the operational problems had been addressed and fixed, Wendy’s realized it was time to regain the trust of customers, reposition the Wendy’s brand, and drive traffic back into the stores.  The solution would be a new marketing strategy that would help Wendy’s capture and maintain a bigger share of the market (seen in Figure 1).  A major focus of this marketing strategy was to reinvigorate the Wendy’s brand.

Figure 1:  Wendy’s Marketing Strategy Model


Reinvigorating the Brand

Reinvigorating the Wendy’s brand required Wendy’s to work closely with Bates USA, its advertising agency partner.
 Together they would take a team-approach to the branding process—creating a unified, coordinated, integrated set of promotion and marketing activities to send messages to consumers about what makes the product unique and why they should try and trust it.  Together they identified current environmental factors affecting the QSR industry, established advertising objectives, and formulated strategic goals for a long-term brand building program (figure 2). Aggressive, yet achievable, goals formulated by the team included:

· repositioning the Wendy’s brand in the minds of consumers 

· enhancing and/or restoring trust among customers

· segmenting a mass market and differentiating products within these markets

· creating a new and sustaining personality for the brand

Figure 2
Formulating Brand Building Strategies


Basically, a brand is a promise.
 It tells consumers what a marketer promises to do for them.  For the brand to connect with consumers, it needs to promise people in core market segments that the attributes (or benefits derived from the attributes) they want most will be delivered by the product they buy—not just the first time, but every time.  And if for any reason customers don’t get what they expect, the brand assures them that the seller will try to correct the situation and deliver the desired benefit in the future.  When customers perceive this to be true for a brand, customer loyalty and willingness to pay a price premium generates profits and long-term brand equity.

The personality of a firm or a product is what often stimulates an emotional response from customers. Regardless of what marketers intend the personality of a brand to be, what counts is what consumers perceive the personality to be—a case of ‘perception is reality.’  To this point, the personality of Wendy’s had been “old fashioned”—one which exuded tradition, nostalgia, and a return to the basics of great food and service.  The company’s personality also resonated from the little girl pictured in the logo.  

“Brands are built over time by a consistency of message that encourages the consumer to form an emotional attachment with the brand,” said Gary Steele, Bates Worldwide Executive Vice President, Global Account Director on the Wendy’s business.  “Our goal became formulating the Wendy’s campaign to build and enhance the relationship between Wendy’s and its customers.”

The Bates Brand Wheel

To begin the branding process, the Bates advertising team used the Brand Wheel (figure 2) to organize the information it had about the Wendy’s brand and to aid in formulating a long-term strategy. The Brand Wheel focuses on five primary elements: attributes, benefits, values, personality, and essence. 

As the group began strategizing, it addressed the questions associated with each brand element to define Wendy’s brand essence:

· Attributes

What is the brand?
High quality ingredients, food made when you order it, fresh, friendly employees, food/salad bar, variety, value options. Healthy options.

· Benefits

What will it do for me?
Great tasting food, offering something different, food you feel good about eating.  Helps me stay within my budget.

· Values

What does it mean to me?
Satisfies me as a customer, I’m making a good choice, makes my life easier.

· Personality
If the brand were a person, what kind of person would it be? 

Caring, innovative, honest, integrity, genuine, friendly, hardworking.

· Essence

What is the enduring core of the brand?
A Cut Above

In reinvigorating the Wendy’s brand, the marketing team looked to highlight all of these variables.  The branding and marketing strategies that Wendy’s developed during the following year would affect Wendy’s long-term position in the marketplace more than anything the company had done in the past.



Creating a New Advertising Campaign

The solution to Wendy’s branding issues required a new advertising campaign. Rather than succumb to the temptation of creating an ad or two that might wow customers temporarily (as many firms still do today), the team committed to taking a long-term approach to reaching these goals. Their time, creativity, and dollar expenditures became investments in the future of the company rather than mere marketing expenses for fiscal year 1989.  

The team was forging ahead, but Dave wanted to make sure they were all on the same creative page. On what has become an historic visit to the Bates agency, Dave sat down with the team and told them, in a way that only Dave could, his vision for the company and consequently for the campaign. 

The proverbial light bulb went on, the direction of the campaign was solidified, the goals were accepted by all, and the rest is history.  The creative team realized that no one could speak more passionately and from the heart about Wendy’s than Dave could—and certainly, no one could express the values of the company quite the way he could. 

The decision to feature Dave as the Wendy’s spokesperson was a crucial one.  Not only was it unique to the category, it represented the conscious decision to base the personality of the company on the values and personality of its founder.  This decision would forever change the way consumers think of Wendy’s. 

Prior to launching the campaign, the company conducted a series of focus groups in which it pre-tested the idea of using Dave as the spokesperson. The marketing team recorded consumers’ reactions to a videotape of Dave talking about Wendy’s. The tests were very positive. Focus groups found Dave, above all, to be believable, honest, and sincere. They also said he was natural, down to earth, and personified ‘the regular guy.’  They felt that he cared about and would stand behind the company, was proud of his restaurants, and represented high quality restaurants.  Finally, they saw him as a true American success story.

Over the years, as at the inception of the campaign, the “founder” approach worked well for Wendy’s in the marketplace because:

· Dave personified Wendy’s commitment to quality, value and concern for customers

· It is difficult to imitate (there were no other living founders of major hamburger chains)

· Dave’s personality and tone set Wendy’s apart from the competition

· Dave’s presence signaled to the franchise community a rededication to the basics of the business—quality and service

· Dave provided a continuity in look and attitude for promotional and non-promotional advertising

The personality of Wendy’s became synonymous with that of its founder. Dave Thomas was believable and sincere in both what he said and how he communicated it. His imperfect English and shy grin made him a down-to-earth, regular guy in the eyes of his customers.  Many consumers also saw him as a father or grandfather figure; they felt like they knew him and, therefore, trusted him.  He gave the ads (and their messages) credibility among consumers. It also allowed Wendy’s to talk to customers in a unique and convincing way. But communicating with consumers would occur at many levels, not just during national television ads. Each customer interaction represented an opportunity to promote the brand and image, and it was very important to relay the same message, theme, and image at each point of contact—to create a clear brand image. This would require integrating all marketing communication activities. 

The right combination of in-store experiences (signage, atmosphere, promotional products, special sandwiches), advertising, web site, and word-of-mouth strengthened the repositioning and reinvigoration of the Wendy’s brand. This meant all advertising featured Dave, all point-of-sale (POS) materials provided to stores incorporated his quotes and/or picture, local market support materials (such as direct mail, bag stuffers, tray liners, newspaper advertising, etc.) would utilize Dave, and that a Dave Thomas public relations program was built around the Wendy’s quality and value message. 

“Creating an emotional response with our advertising and branding strategy was important,” says Charlie Rath. “We wanted consumers to think, ‘Wow, Wendy’s is for me,’ and have the chance to develop a relationship with our customers.  We needed someone or something that could connect with consumers.  How we executed in the stores would determine the extent of the relationship we would build with them.” 

Ultimately, good relationships with customers produce brands that overcome price competition and build brand loyalty over time. That became the over-riding goal of the campaign. Bates’ creative team worked on finding the best solution to Wendy’s branding dilemma. 

The Evolution of the Dave Campaign

The first ad of the Dave campaign featured Dave Thomas talking about Wendy’s hamburgers and ended with him proclaiming, “Our hamburgers are the best in the business, or I wouldn’t have named the place after my daughter.”  The only problem was that Thomas pronounced business as ‘biness.’  The debate among the creative team was whether to correct his pronunciation or leave it as ‘authentic Dave.’ The voice remained that of the founder, a decision which would draw much criticism by teachers, parents, and advertising critics.  A columnist for Advertising Age wrote that Dave had “the screen presence of a side of beef,” and went on to predict doom and gloom for any sales the company was hoping would result from the campaign.  

Needless to say, the critics were wrong. The one group whose opinion counted the most loved him—that was the customers. They believed him. Sure, Dave’s commercials weren’t polished or slick.  But then again, neither was Dave.  

Writers of the commercials, Jim McKennan and Paul Basile of Bates Worldwide, quickly realized they couldn’t just write lines for Dave to say that he wouldn’t say himself. Instead of teaching Dave how to speak the lines they wrote, they began to write lines the way Dave spoke.  In fact, after 12 years of writing his commercials, they say they can hear Dave’s voice in their heads.  In addition to decreasing the number of takes required to get a spot, using Dave’s words and natural voice inflection lets Dave’s real persona shine through.  With Dave, the old adage “what you see is what you get” still holds true.

The creative team has kept a sense of humor about the whole process of creating a Dave ad.  Ad Director, Bill Hudson, recalls an ad for a new Taco salad in which Dave was asked to try his hand at Spanish.  “After about 50 or 60 takes of watching Dave try to say ‘muchas gracias,’ the cast and crew were rolling with laughter.  And Dave kept saying, ‘I can do it, Billy; just give me another chance.’”  

Wendy’s used to have reels and reels of Dave flubbing lines, but they were harder to come in his later years. Dave became comfortable in front of the camera, but he still knew how to ruin a shot—he might flub a line or look down at the floor for his mark.  And Jim McKennan thinks that’s fine.  “I think the good thing about Dave was that he didn’t become too good at it, because that’s part of the charm.  Because he wasn’t an actor; he was a hamburger cook.”
  In fact, Dave’s outtakes have become legendary and some have even been featured on Dick Clark’s Bloopers TV show.  Dave was never afraid to laugh at himself and seeing him flub his lines made him even more “human” in the minds of consumers.  

But the ads have never been about Dave—they’ve always been about Wendy’s.  Dave just happened to be the likable messenger the public adores.
  The ads usually started with the product and then the creative team decided how to use Dave to promote it, which often including humor.

Over the years, Dave drove a Harley Davidson, glided down slope on a bobsled and pedaled a bike through the French countryside. He shared the screen with figure skating champion Kristi Yamaguchi, NHL stars Mike Richter, Chris Chelios, and Cam Neely, blues great B.B. King, soap-opera queen Susan Lucci, and supermodel Iman.  He donned a leather vest, wild ties, a French beret, punk-rock duds, hockey gear, and the ever-famous Wendy’s apron.  All in the name of selling burgers.  

And sell hamburgers (and chili, Frostys, chicken, and salads) he did, to people of all ages, representing all walks of life. “Since Wendy’s is in a mass market business, the campaign was designed to appeal to a consumer attitude more than to a specific demographic segment,” says Gary Steele. “And although Dave appealed to all types of consumers, adults (especially women) tended to frequent Wendy’s more than other competitors because of its chili and salads.”

As the campaign evolved, Dave’s popularity skyrocketed and he became a “star” in his own right. The more consumers saw Thomas, the stronger the personality of Wendy’s became in their minds.  In addition to watching what Dave Thomas did in front of the camera, his fans began watching what he did off-camera.  In 1991, he published his life story, Dave’s Way: A New Approach to Old-Fashioned Success, in which he told the world about his childhood—from what it was like being an adopted child to his need to quit school in the eighth grade—and how he entered and conquered the world of hamburgers. All of the proceeds of this book were donated to the cause of adoption.  In 1992 he established The Dave Thomas Foundation for Adoption and continued to champion the cause by speaking to groups around the world and visiting the White House and Congress.  

Dave Thomas showed true character in 1993 by officially graduating from high school by completing a GED.  After that, he spoke extensively on the importance of getting an education and did several PSAs for the program. All of these activities became key in the evolution of Dave’s persona, and therefore the company’s image.   

Integrating Advertising with Product and Operational Strategies

Wendy’s made a real brand statement in the marketplace when it began focusing on promotional products—menu items that were offered for a limited time only.  These special items were designed to satisfy customers who were looking for variety and new tastes.  To entice hamburger lovers and keep Wendy’s on the tops of their minds, Wendy’s developed Dave’s Deluxe, Bacon Mushroom Melt, and Smoky Bacon Cheeseburger. Similarly, Chicken Cordon Blue, Monterey Ranch Chicken, and Country French Chicken give chicken lovers tasty sandwich options.  Making these items available for a limited time only, created urgency among consumers to have the special sandwich now, before they disappear. It also delivered a double-whammy to customer cultivation goals—special menu items help attract new and different customers and increase the frequency among current customers.

The theme of special menu items was carried over to the commercials. Specialty sandwiches became a focus of many of Dave’s commercials, with the idea of featuring the product and using Dave to “sell” it. 

Wendy’s also continued to focus on the operational side of the business to make sure the service attributes of the brand were upheld.  An area in the QSR business that was screaming for attention was drive-through operations.  “Since there wasn’t a single national chain that was delivering superior drive-through service, we saw this as a great opportunity to out-perform our competitors,” says Dennis Farrow.  “Improving drive-through became a strategic focus in 1998 and customers responded,” he added.

Wendy’s was recognized by QSR Magazine as having the quickest drive-through service in the country—clocking the average order at 2 minutes and 22 seconds.
 In addition to diagramming people’s work patters and constant reviewing of timing patterns, Wendy’s installed computer screens outside for customers to verify order accuracy. The drive through and late-night food that consumers could get at the drive through were featured in several Wendy’s ads, making customers aware of the ‘new benefit’ of the Wendy’s brand.  As a result, about 60% of Wendy’s $6.4 billion in sales was generated by drive through customers by 2000.  

Wendy’s Return on Its Brand and Advertising Investment

Advertising and delivering superior total quality—in terms of food, service, value, and atmosphere—has guided Wendy’s through both strong and shaky economic times. During the recession of the early 1990s, many consumers chose to curb their discretionary spending, in part by decreasing the amount they spent on fast food.  Double Drive-Thru concepts such as Rally’s, Checkers, and Hot’n Now offered consumers scaled-down menus at rock-bottom prices. 

In addition to the strength of the emerging Double Drive-Thru restaurants in the face of tough economic times, other factors affected the QSR market during the early 1990s as well. Consumers were entering a ‘health kick,’ looking for healthier foods that contained less fat and fewer calories and had more nutritional value.  The industry also experienced heightened competition from non-restaurant QSR retail outlets, such as convenience stores and grocery stores with expanded home meal replacement (HMR) operations.  Microwavable foods, from frozen dinners to breakfast entrees, were also gaining popularity—reaching sales of $1.348 billion in 1991. 

In the 1990s, people were looking for “fast food deals” and turned to low-cost/low-priced Rally’s and Checkers.  The “99 cent discount” hamburger chains captured market share by feeding consumers’ hunger for low-priced fast food.  The large chains, including Wendy’s, McDonald’s and Burger King, realized the need to focus their attention on sales and traffic-building activities.  Strengthening their brands in the eyes of consumers became crucial in the hyper-competitive market.  Yet all major QSR players undertook similar campaigns with a similar theme—low price. Instead of discounting its major menu items, Wendy’s promoted its Super Value Menu as a part of its marketing campaign, focusing on the permanent menu items priced at the magical $0.99 each.  

McDonald’s and Burger King succumbed to the price pressures that consumers placed on the market and discounted their hamburgers in hopes of winning back customers.  By discounting their core brands—from Big Macs to Whoppers—McDonald’s and Burger King put pressure on the Double Drive Thrus, which had survived solely on their low-price positioning. Eventually, they found themselves without real competitive advantages and many were forced out of the market. However, the consequences of eliminating these competitors from the market with price-cutting tactics affected the entire QSR market for many years. The result was lower profits for all remaining QSRs and deterioration of the brands that the chains had spent much time and money building.  In addition, they had changed the expectations and buying habits of consumers—who now expected to get signature brands for bargain prices.

Wendy’s survived these tumultuous times well—escaping them with brand and quality image in tact. While competitors struggled with having to rebuild their brands, Wendy’s continued to focus on its role as a product innovator.  With its value-menu already in place by 1989 and the Dave campaign well established in consumers’ minds, Wendy’s was spared the cut-throat price wars of the early 1990s.  In fact, the long-term approach to the value meal gave the Wendy’s brand the added dimension of dependability.

And The Results Are In…

After 12 years and over 800 commercials, Wendy’s Dave Campaign was the longest running fast food campaign on the air.  To date, total consumer media impressions (how many times people have seen or heard something relating to the Dave campaign) from television, radio, newspaper and magazine interviews, and public service announcements reached 6.85 billion.  In addition to appearing in ads, Dave Thomas made over 500 public appearances (including 200 speeches), gave about 2900 media interviews, signed 38,000 books, gave away 143,000 lapel pins, and completed about 80 PSAs and tags.  In addition, he raised over $20 million for adoption.

“All of Dave’s activities made him one of the most recognized spokespersons in America with a 90-plus percent recognition factor,” says Charlie Rath, Wendy’s Executive Vice President and Marketing Director. “He ranks right up there with Michael Jordan.”  In fact, Dave Thomas was honored by the Guinness Book of World Records in 2001 for having made more TV commercials than anyone in TV history.

Since the campaign first aired, Wendy’s ad awareness has increased 40%.  The Dave campaign won its first EEFIE in 1992 and has gone on to win numerous awards during its 12 year tenure.  

But longevity and awards are not the most important measure of impact—effect on the bottom line is. “One of the most important results of sustaining an equity building campaign has been its ability to increase shareholder value and company profits,” comments Rath. “The fact of the matter is that Dave ads sell hamburgers.”  

John Schuessler, Wendy’s CEO, agrees. “The campaign and its effect on consumers’ perceptions of the Wendy’s brand have helped our market share jump from 4% in 1993 to 13.9% in 2000.” 

Dave explains in his book, Dave’s Way, his number one rule for making good ads—“Don’t make claims for something you really can’t deliver.”  Wendy’s has never broken that golden rule. “The fact that we’ve grown our market share and sales each year since 1993 is a testament to our commitment to executing well at the store level,” adds Schuessler. “We continue to have an intense focus on the consumer, which means delivering on the promises our brand makes to them.”

Facing the Future

The Dave campaign continued to evolve, tweaking the mix of Dave and product to get it just right.  But among the marketing team closest to Dave, there was a reluctant recognition that Dave’s battle with cancer would require Wendy’s commercials to continue without Dave at some point in the not too distant future.  On January 8, 2002, Dave Thomas passed away from cancer of the liver, after battling the carcinoid tumor for more than a decade.

At his death, newspapers all over the world proclaimed the story of the man who, while simple in his approach and humility was profound in his understanding and accomplishments.  The President as well as former Presidents of the United States called to give their condolences to the family.  Thousands of individuals from all walks of life, some who were rich and influential but far more ordinary customers and employees who sensed they had a glimpse of a truly extraordinary man, lined the parking lot of Wendy’s headquarters to pay their last respects and write notes of condolence. The Wall Street Journal, USA Today, The New York Times and many other publications printed articles and letters about Dave.  Most commented on his humility, genuine interest in everyone he met and his values of hard work, integrity and his treatment of everyone the same, whether the person was a line cook or the President of the United States.  RIS News carried a column summarizing some of the lessons to be learned from Dave in an article entitled, “Retailing – Dave’s Way.”

A few financial analysts offered skeptical questions about the effect of Dave’s passing on the share price of the company and advertising experts were questioned by reporters with the question, “What will Wendy’s advertising be like without Dave as a spokesperson?”  On the day of Dave’s funeral, thousands of people attended to pay their respects. Many more thousands across the nation and around the world visited their local Wendy’s restaurant and more than a few were heard to say, “I’m eating a hamburger today as a tribute to a person that appears to me to be one of the world’s truly great persons.”  In the months that followed, many more flocked to the stores, sending sales higher at the same time its major competitors were losing market share.

The advertising of Wendy’s had quietly evolved over the preceding year, with Dave’s role gradually diminished to cameo appearance and the products become more of the “star” of the ads.  Wendy’s introduced “Garden Sensations” with customers responding that they like the quality and freshness of the ingredients, the new packaging, the variety of toppings and the ability to customize their own salads.  Along with advertising that continued many of the themes popularized by Dave Thomas and that drove top-line sales growth, Wendy’s began a number of new initiatives to manage costs and improve supply chain efficiency.  By Spring of 2002, the share price had climbed to its all time high.

Facing the future means that Wendy’s must create its advertising without Dave.  The same creative team of Paul Basile and James McKennan is at the advertising helm today as in 1989.  After 12 years of living and breathing the hamburger business, they have mastered the creation of ads that can “move the business,” says Don Calhoon.
 Each man adds a vital ingredient to the creative mix—Basile’s wisecracking attitude and ability to get to the point, and McKennan’s global business sense and ability to communicate with franchisees.  “We are all committed to knowing the fast food industry, and we monitor it closely so that we can approach things from a strategic standpoint as well,” says Gary Steele.

“Garden Sensations” are now showing up on TV shows along with advertisements for Wendy’s products. Readers of publications such as Sports Illustrated receive Wendy’s ads personalized with their own name.  Although the advertising and promotions may be executed in new and fresh ways, consumers who look closely may not see the man named Dave Thomas anymore but it’s not difficult to see the products he loved to tell people about, the quality that he insisted on, or the values that he lived by.

And that’s a wrap.

STRATEGIC GOALS








Have high visibility in order to make each advertising dollar work harder


Deliver the company’s message with a high degree of credibility


Be flexible enough to carry price and product promotion messages without diluting the Wendy’s quality message





ADVERTISING OBJECTIVES





To reinforce Wendy’s heritage of superior quality food, while providing, within the format, for either price or product promotion messages


To increase Wendy’s advertising awareness to close the gap on McDonald’s and Burger King





TRENDS IN QSR INDUSTRY








Hamburger QSR Industry growth was weak, with increases in sales concentrated in non-hamburger segment


Price promotion had become “business as usual” to the exclusion of brand building messages


Wendy’s was outspent 4:1 by McDonald’s and nearly 2:1 by Burger King, and this showed no sign of changing. 





Unique Selling Proposition





Only Wendy’s has food prepared fresh, made to order and fixed the way I like it.











Build Brand  Equity





Provide Customers superior food satisfaction at prices that are a real value





�





Global brand position:





“To consumers around the world, Wendy’s is the fast food hamburger restaurant that cares enough about its customer to serve the freshest, best-tasting, and most satisfying food at competitive prices.”





Brand Properties





-Dave Thomas (90% awareness)


-Wendy logo


-“Old fashioned” aura


-Square hamburgers


-Biggie brand


-$0.99 menu (Square Value Meal)


-Advertising unique to category


-Potatoes and Chili


-Only QSR with carpet


-Serpentine line/one cash register


-Frosty











Regas Rules For Restaurants





Make a clean, neat impression—it doesn’t have to be fancy—and you’ve taken step number one in this business.


Do everything you can to keep customers happy. Your job depends on them coming back.


Set tough standards because customers set tough standards.


Back up your employees whenever the situation calls for it.


Build your people’s confidence.  Then tell them what they are doing right, and make it easy for them to learn from their mistakes.


Reward motivation and determination in the people who work on your team.


Try, really try, and you can do anything you want to do.
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