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Mystery shopping is an excellent tool to gain a 
professional, unbiased opinion of your restaurant 
from the customer’s perspective. 

WHY EVERY RESTAURANT OWNER 
SHOULD USE MYSTERY SHOPPING 
 

Mystery Shopping Is a Tool That Dramatically 
Improves Service and Increases Sales 
By Robert Welcher 

What Is Mystery Shopping? 

Mystery shopping is a term that was most 
probably coined somewhere in the 70’s or 80’s. 
Originally, “shoppers” (private detectives) were 
used by bar owners to watch bartenders’ liquor 
pour and cash handling. In the 80’s, operators 
started using mystery shopping more frequently 
to find out how their customers were being 
treated by their service staff – were they friendly 
and courteous, did they correctly perform the 
service procedures and actively sell food and 
beverage products? 

Today, mystery shopping is a common tool 
used by many companies. It is not just 
restaurants that use mystery shoppers; it is a 
common practice in the retail industry as well. Mystery shoppers are professionally trained as 
to what to look for and how to grade their experience. But on the outside, they look and act 
like normal customers. A service associate may know that their restaurant utilizes mystery 
shoppers, but they will not know when one walks through the door. 

Mystery shopping involves a restaurant owner hiring a mystery shopping company to send 
“shoppers” into the restaurant on a regular basis to objectively rate their experience from a 
customer’s perspective. The “mystery” refers to the manner in which the shoppers perform 
the shop — undercover, so that the shopper remains anonymous and is treated like any 
other customer to form an unbiased evaluation of the business.  

Why Should You Hire a Mystery Shopping Service?   

The saying, “You can’t expect, what you don’t inspect” perfectly articulates the primary 
argument for installing a mystery shopping program at your restaurant. Mystery shopping is a 
cost effective way to validate the importance of the service and salesmanship goals and 
objectives of the restaurant. 
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Numerous surveys tell us that most dissatisfied customers don’t complain, they just leave 
and never return to the restaurant. Since customer satisfaction and repeat business are the 
keys to a successful restaurant, operators must take every opportunity to ensure that each 
customer receives excellent service and returns to the restaurant. Using mystery shopping 
on a regular basis can help operators identify problem areas in their restaurant that may be 
causing people to leave and not return. 

You might ask, “Why hire a mystery shopping company when I can have my friends and 
family shop my restaurant for free?” Some operators have chosen to do their mystery 
shopping in-house since this approach is free. However, mystery shopping is only effective if 
the persons performing the shops are professionally trained to be objective. Your family and 
friends are not professional shoppers and have not been trained as to what to look for when 
evaluating your restaurant. Besides the fact that your friends and family are not professional 
shoppers, they also may not want to tell you the truth for fear of hurting your feelings. Some 
operators have chosen to do their mystery shopping in-house since this approach is free. 
However, it is only effective if the persons performing the shops are objective. Friends and 
relatives may have difficulty remaining unbiased or may be afraid to tell you of a negative 
experience, skewing the results.   In addition, your management and staff may recognize 
your friends and relatives and provide improved service that could bias the reports. 

Mystery shopping companies hire trained mystery shoppers that use professionally designed 
mystery shopping reports with formal rating systems. A third party company is unbiased and 
will provide accurate and reliable reporting. No matter how many table owners or managers 
visit or how good they are at spotting problem situations it will never add up to the whole 
experience of a guest. 

Mystery shopping should not be a mystery to the service staff. The staff should be informed 
that you are using mystery shopping on an on-going basis Let them know that they are being 
monitored and will be held accountable for their job performance. Surprisingly, just the fact 
that you’re starting mystery shopping at your restaurant will have a positive impact on your 
staff. They will work harder to improve the guest’s dining experience. 

Customer Relationship Management 

Customer Relationship Management programs are common in businesses where customer 
service plays a key factor in the success of the company. Mystery shopping is one of the 
most important components of CRM for restaurants, measuring service associate 
performance to ensure that your valued customers receive a high level of customer care and 
service. Mystery shopping is also valuable in CRM programs because it monitors that 
salesmanship is correctly performed by your service staff to reach and sustain maximum 
sales. Additionally, mystery shoppers will rate the facility for cleanliness and food products 
are rated for preparation, quality, plating and serving temperature. Each of these issues is a 
key component of your restaurant and requires evaluation on a regular basis. 

As part of their CRM strategy, a restaurant might also install a guest satisfaction survey to 
monitor customer satisfaction and to provide notification of problems encountered by 
customers. From a satisfaction survey, a database of customer information can be developed 
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that could include contact information, as well as birthday and anniversary dates, which could 
be used for certificates to customers and building goodwill and repeat traffic. 

Besides guest satisfaction surveys and mystery shopping, there are other strategies a 
restaurant could include in their CRM program. These include focus groups as well as 
employee satisfaction surveys. It is acceptable to use only one area of CRM, but 
incorporating some or all of the aspects will give you a well-rounded approach. Of all of the 
aspects of CRM, mystery shopping provides the most flexibility and a quicker ROI. 

Statistical Relevance 

Mystery shopping reports will provide you with a great deal of data that is basically “grading” 
your restaurant. This gives you a good idea of how your restaurant scores in the big picture, 
but you also need to take a close at the details. If you receive a negative report regarding the 
food, that doesn’t really tell you much. An effective mystrery shopping program must provide 
the detailed information about what was negative about the food. Was it the temperature of 
the food? The flavor? Or maybe just the way the presentation of the food? An effective 
mystery shopping program will provide you with these in-depth details, which will allow you to 
better evaluate your reports,make smart decisions and improve your restaurant. 

Mystery Shopping Improves Service and Increases Sales 

The main goal of using mystery shoppers is to gain an objective view of your restaurant’s 
customer service and the associates’ salesmanship performance. Nothing in the customer’s 
experience is more important than receiving friendly, caring and attentive service. And, since 
sales are the lifeblood of any restaurant, every operator must strive to maximize sales to 
ensure a solid bottom line. 

Mystery shopping is becoming an integral part of managing a successful restaurant. It is 
critically important that restaurant owners monitor their restaurant’s level of customer service 
and salesmanship, because it is essentially what can make or break your restaurant. 
Improving customer service and increasing sales can often mean the difference between 
success and failure.  
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