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TITLE OF CASE STUDY: Seeing Red Lobster Differently 

 

Business Challenge and Objectives:  Revitalizing a Stale Brand in an Evolving Category 

 

When Red Lobster was founded in 1968, the brand gained popularity by making fresh seafood accessible 
to everyone and creating a place where people could celebrate both special occasions and everyday 
connections.  However, guests now have an abundance of choices for fresh seafood, ranging from other 
restaurants to grocery stores, making it hard for Red Lobster to differentiate based on the seafood offer 
alone.  On top of this, in recent years most guests have perceived Red Lobster’s food as frozen and fried, 
not fresh, and felt the brand was too corporate and out-of-touch.  The recession made the situation worse, 
negatively impacting the restaurant category.  All of this culminated in 2011 with the lowest average guest 
counts per restaurant in years. 

 

Instead of focusing on winning the price wars currently taking place in the casual dining category, Red 
Lobster instead decided to focus on differentiating and reenergizing the brand.  The brand set a goal to 
reconnect with the less frequent consumer base and clearly define the value of its dishes.  For that reason, 
objectives focused on: 

 Driving frequency (Behavioral): Inspiring light users to visit Red Lobster at least one additional 
time in the next year.  

 Re-vitalizing the brand (Perceptual/Attitudinal): Encouraging guests to reevaluate and 
reconsider Red Lobster as a quality seafood dining experience at an affordable price.   

 

The Research Story: Listening to Consumers from Start to Finish 

 

Early discovery work lead to an “Aha! Moment” 

Though declining sales were evident, the journey towards a new campaign really began with Ethnographies 
and Consumer Dine-Alongs. Through this process, it became apparent that consumers were completely 
unaware of many changes that were taking place in Red Lobster Restaurants, such as installing oak-wood 
grills, creating a fresh-fish menu, and training cooks to become experts at grilling seafood and steak.  These 
great changes were “hidden in plain sight.” This revealed the critical need to re-assess consumer 
communications after a six-year long product-focused campaign. 

 

Brand strategy work laid the foundation 

To map the way forward, a brand strategy was developed with the input of Segmentation work.  That 
research revealed an opportunity among light users who were not visiting the restaurant often, which 
evolved into the key strategic target.  Consumer qualitative and consumer co-creation sessions also fed into 
the brand strategy, and helped to deeply explore the emotional triggers of the brand and refine the 
positioning that Red Lobster could truly own.  This research discovered the universal emotional connection 
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that consumers had with seaside imagery, which went on to become key pillars of the new brand essence: 
serving fresh food in a seaside-inspired atmosphere that is inviting and comfortable.  

 

Creative ideation identified and refined winning ideas  

Once the groundwork was set, 2 rounds of qualitative were used to whittle down 10 initial storyboard 
campaign ideas.  Through this phase of research, a few ideas began to emerge as top performers.   One of 
these ideas was born simply from talking to Red Lobster employees, where it turned out there was a great 
deal of good-natured passion for the brand.  Featuring these behind the scenes experiences in advertising 
emerged as a top candidate for the new approach.  Additionally, the work also informed the team that some 
of the storyboards included too many details about the employee jobs that consumers didn’t find relevant.  
This lead to an evolution of communications, focusing only on the elements that were really important to the 
food and guests, those that were “closest to the plate”.    

 

Final copy testing sealed the deal 

Before going to production, one final qualitative round and quantitative copy-testing was conducted 
consecutively on video storyboards, to help maximize effectiveness of the concept that would shortly go to 
market.  The research convincingly demonstrated that the campaign with real people “broke the corporate 
veneer” and successfully communicated compelling reasons to believe.  The two launch ads were the most 
involving ads tested to-date for Red Lobster, and performed in to Top 25% of all ads tested with Millward 
Brown for breakthrough ability. After a year of research and development, the decision was made to move 
forward to with a national launch of the concept featuring real people. 

 

Overview of the Campaign: Giving the Brand a Human Face 

 

The Sea Food Differently campaign launched July 26, 2011 with a full multi-channel expression of the idea.  
The concept leveraged employee interviews as the creative backbone of the campaign.  It allowed 
consumers to connect with Red Lobster’s “everyday heroes”, from crab fisherman to servers to Grill 
Masters, and utilized the unscripted pride and passion of these employees as a competitive advantage in a 
category ruled by price.   Sharing these stories gave the brand a welcoming, human face that was authentic 
and honest – a crucial step in convincing those who saw the brand as corporate and outdated.  Additionally, 
it created a natural platform for communicating the changes to the restaurant.  Finally, the tagline “Sea 
Food Differently” was used to signal to guests that Red Lobster was improving for the better. 

 

To achieve mass awareness, the campaign has received consistently healthy TV spend since launch, and 
is ongoing with a mix of brand-building and promotional ads expressed both in 30 and 15 second formats.  
The campaign launched with two TV executions that worked in tandem: 

 Grill Master:  To break the cycle of promotion-only messaging in TV, this brand-driven 
commercial featured Charles Himple, a Red Lobster Grill Master from Bronx, NY, who inspired 
guests with his passion for Red Lobster’s wood-fire grill and fresh preparations. 

 Crabfest Promotion:  The second commercial, which ran simultaneously, featured a real Red 
Lobster Alaskan Crab Fisherman, Jon Forsythe. Jon explained, in his own words, that he only 
catches the highest-quality fresh crab for Red Lobster. The spot connects the crab that Jon 
catches with the new dishes during Crabfest while providing price certainty of under $20. 

 

In secondary media, several digital and in-store initiatives also supported the campaign launch, 
including: 

 Menu redesign with new logo treatment and the “Sea Food Differently” tagline included. 
 A redesign of Redlobster.com and the Red Lobster mobile site.  
 Social media efforts through Facebook to drive greater interaction and consumer-generated 

content (i.e. a weekly user-generated picture contest, called The “LobSTAR” of the Week, with 
the winner featured on the Facebook front page).    
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 Launch of a new, branded YouTube channel as a campaign hub and a place for longer videos 
of real-life staff stories and cooking demonstrations.    

 

Business Results: An Immediate About-Face 

 

The campaign showed excellent results in both attitudinal and business metrics: 
 Same Restaurant Sales increased noticeably: almost double the target and well ahead of the 

category. 
 Guest Counts increased for the first time in years, achieving positive growth and reversing a 

downward trend, which had been projected to continue.  Compared to the category, this is 
particularly impressive: In FY 2011, Red Lobster lagged behind the category, but in FY 2012 
Red Lobster pulled ahead of the competition.   

 Brand perceptions also increased notably, as indicated by tracking.  In addition to visitation 
intent, several key brand perceptions also grew significantly.   

 People were more likely to engage with Red Lobster, an indication that brand interest was 
reignited.  Since the Sea Food Differently launch, Red Lobster has seen a 445% increase in 
Facebook fans (330,000 to 1,800,000) and a 42% increase in total monthly redlobster.com site 
visits.  

 

Looking Forward: Keeping Our Ears to the Ground 

 

Ultimately, the success of Sea Food Differently was built by listening to customers.  This legacy of listening 
has continued through the life of the campaign.  Qualitative is utilized early in each ad’s development to 
identify compelling storytelling and inform production; copy-testing is conducted prior to airing each TV 
execution to maximize effectiveness; and one-on-one qualitative discussions with employees are conducted 
periodically to guide the reality of the advertisements.  Incorporating consumer insights into the strategy and 
communications resulted in great lift for the brand perceptually and financially, and will continue to be an 
integral part of the Red Lobster brand and its communications through Sea Food Differently and beyond. 
 


