








S T R U C T U R E S 

sociated with less welcoming settings 
(my students call tinted windows 
"sketchy," which is their way of saying 
that they couldn't be sure if a restau­
rant that used them was a good 
restaurant or not). 

Architectural details. Exterior fea­
tures that suggest more traditional 
architecture tend to represent a more 
upscale dining experience. If the build­
ing you lease has exterior columns, 
decorative wood or stonework, or other 
unique features, highlight these with 
lighting, color or both. My students 
equate columns and carved exterior de­
tails with "elegance" when they are 
emphasized with light, and "fun" or 
"quirkiness" when painted in a bright 
contrasting color. 

Signage. Sure, your restaurant's 
name is important but how you pres­
ent that name is almost as key. The 
type of sign you have and where you 
put it is perhaps the most significant 
factor in how customers judge the 
kind of restaurant you are, based on 
our pilot studies. Signage size ap­
pears to be inversely related to 
perceived restaurant quality; a small 
sign is viewed as being more upscale 
than a large one. Backlit signs that 
are flush-mounted to the facade tell 
customers that you are affordable but 
not particularly glamorous. Take that 
same shape and size of sign and light 
it using overhead fixtures, and imme­
diately your restaurant seems more 
upscale. Write your restaurant's 
name on window glass across your 
storefront to tell your guests that you 
are unpretentious and old school; 
write it only on the door glass if you 
want to signal that yours is a more 
refined eatery (or to be even more 
upscale, put only your logo on the 
door glass and leave off the name al­
together). Centering your sign above 
your door can suggest either formal­
ity or simplicity; signage that is 
off-center — either aligned with one 
edge of your storefront or the other 

— makes your restaurant seem 
trendier and more upscale. 

Even the font you choose for your 
signage sends a message. Fonts with 
serifs — those little flourishes that 
you see at the ends of strokes in 
fonts like Times Roman — are con­
sidered more formal than san serif 
fonts like Helvetica or Arial. Fonts 
with thick strokes and very rounded 
curves are "meatier" and "more mas­
culine," according to our sample, 
whereas thinner, taller fonts are seen 
as more feminine. Signage that looks 
like it was created on a word proces­
sor is perceived as amateur and 
low-end, as does mixing too many 
font styles on the same sign. And 
stay away from script fonts — ones 
that look like handwriting. These are 
hard to read for many people, espe­
cially from a distance. 

Plants. Planters and landscaping 
can be enormously influential clues. 
No matter what, they need to be in 
tip-top condition and continually 
weeded or trimmed. Flowers gener­
ally say "friendly" and "neighborly" 
whereas shrubs are seen as more for­
mal, particularly when they are 
severely clipped. Ground shrubs sur­
rounded by mulch typically said 
"chain restaurant" to the consumers in 
our pilot study, and shrubs in planters 
flanking the doorway were viewed as 
"professional" and "attractive." Fake 
plants are a no-no, unless you have a 
particularly funky or esoteric concept. 
If you don't have the time, energy or 
money to keep up live plantings, don't 
have them at all. 

The Disconfirmation 
Theory 

Sometimes when my students play 
"Guess the Concept," a particular 
restaurant exterior will stump them; 
they will use the clues they see to 
make their guesses about the dining 
experience and price, but rather than 
be pleasantly surprised when they 

learn the true identity behind the im­
age, the students are often unhappy 
that "the exterior lied to them." What 
they are tapping into is a well-estab­
lished theory in marketing called 
"disconfirmation." According to this 
theory, customers make assumptions 
about the experience they will have 
with your restaurant by the clues you 
give them in all your marketing mes­
sages, of which the exterior is perhaps 
your biggest and most expensive. If 
their assumptions are confirmed, they 
are likely to have a neutral response 
toward your operation. If their as­
sumptions are disconfirmed — in 
other words, not matched with the ex­
perience they receive — one of two 
things can happen: if the disconfirma­
tion is positive, customers will be 
satisfied and, if you really exceed 
their expectations, they will be partic­
ularly happy and be more likely to tell 
others of their great experience with 
you. You've heard customers say 
things like, "It's not much on the out­
side, but don't let that scare you; the 
fish and chips are to die for!" That's 
positive disconfirmation. But if the 
disconfirmation is negative, well, you 
can imagine the rest. So having an ex­
terior that "lies" may be setting you 
up for dissatisfied guests. And using 
reverse psychology — having a less-
than-ideal exterior in the hope of 
surprising guests with how great your 
operation is inside — isn't a good 
idea if it means that your customers 
find your exterior so off-putting that 
they don't try you at all. 

No Right or Wrong ... 
Just the Three C's 

There are no right or wrong features 
for the exterior of your restaurant; it all 
depends on your concept and the mes­
sage you want to send to your 
customers. As long as that message is 
clear, cohesive and looking good at all 
times, you'll see a positive return on 
your design investment. RS&6 
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