
 
 

FINAL PROJECT 
 

RESEARCH REPORT:  
SONIC DRIVE-IN 

 
Allison P. Couch 

 
ADV4603 

 
April 22, 2016 

 
 
 
 

 
  



METHODOLOGY + RESPONDENT SPECIFICATIONS 
 

 For my research project, I started by creating a survey to figure out the kinds of 

questions I wanted to ask my interviewees. Survey questions were tailored to college 

students in Tallahassee. The link to my survey was posted onto multiple Facebook pages 

and groups that contain only college-aged students (e.g. Florida State University class of 

2018, ’19, etc.).  Once I analyzed the responses from the survey, I created a set of interview 

questions to be asked in a group interview/focus group setting that acted as a second half 

of my research. My interviewees were collected from the same Facebook pages in which I 

posted the link to my survey. Each respondent was between the ages of 18-24 and resided 

in the city of Tallahassee. Each of my three focus groups, hosted in the Diffenbaugh building 

at Florida State University, were recorded and later analyzed. The point of my research was 

to figure out what Sonic could do better as a brand and if the company had anything 

attached to it that set it apart that could be capitalized on in an advertising context. After 

my group interviews were completed and I analyzed those responses, I uncovered insights 

that helped me create a campaign for local Sonic branches – what they could do moving 

forward that will help them increase awareness and, as a result, sales and revenue. 

 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

 The objectives of my research were to uncover insights regarding Sonic Drive-Ins. I 

set up my research to figure out what students in Tallahassee think about Sonic, what they 

associate with Sonic, and if there is anything Sonic can capitalize on or advertise more to 

increase both awareness and business.  I began my research expecting to uncover certain 



insights, but my group interviews introduced me to themes and information I otherwise 

would not have considered. 

• College students don’t think negatively about Sonic 

• College students in the Tallahassee area would eat at Sonic significantly more 

frequently if there was a location closer to campus 

• Many college students in Tallahassee didn’t know Tallahassee had a Sonic/didn’t 

know the location of said Sonic 

• Sonic does have items on their menu that set it apart 

• Many college students see the draw of Sonic to be it’s specialty slushies 

• As a whole, though, Sonic is no different than the other fast food restaurants 

• Sonic is suffering in Tallahassee due to its location 

• College students don’t have many strong opinions about fast food restaurants; they 

don’t have much of a decision-making process 

• College students often decide on fast food based on location alone 

 

 Overall, my findings were aligned with what I thought I was going to uncover. I 

additionally discovered the reason behind Sonic’s poor performance in the Tallahassee 

market, a business problem I was not expecting to find answers for.  I learned a lot about 

the college student population and their decision making process on average. I also found 

that what many college students argued is Sonic’s main asset, may other students don’t 

care about or don’t know much about. Both of these overarching findings help paint a clear 

picture of Sonic restaurants in Tallahassee (and possibly as a whole brand); they can help 

the local branches figure out what they should do moving forward with their advertising 



strategies and help college-town Sonic branches throughout the country decide if they 

should consider doing research for their specific population. 

 

FULL REPORT 

 Initially, my research was planned and executed to resolve the following business 

problem for Sonic Drive-Ins: sales and revenue in the Tallahassee/Florida State 

University/Florida A&M University/Tallahassee Community College area are slow, what 

about Sonic can we capitalize on in a new advertising campaign to draw in college-aged 

students and increase business? I set up a survey to start my research, focusing on what 

sets Sonic apart from other competition. I posted a link to my survey on many Florida State 

University Facebook pages (e.g. Florida State University Class of 2018, etc.) and received 

around 200 responses. Generally speaking, many students in Tallahassee didn’t even know 

Tallahassee had a Sonic, or didn’t know where it was, which is what shaped my interviews 

and helped me decide how to move forward.  

 In my survey, I asked a lot of questions related to association and characteristics 

about Sonic. My goal in doing this was to figure out what college-aged students in 

Tallahassee think about Sonic to try to identify why the Tallahassee Sonic location’s 

business is low and/or stagnant. The first half of the survey aimed to identify the reasoning 

behind why college-aged students choose the fast food restaurants that they do and the 

second half focused more on Sonic, attempting to identify why college-age students choose 

or do not choose Sonic when they want fast food.  



 My three group interviews featured questions surrounding Sonic’s menu, and what 

sets it apart from other fast food locations. I chose to go this route for two reasons. First, 

roughly 50% of the surveyed college students didn’t know about Sonic’s location in 

Tallahassee; the other estimated 50% said they didn’t choose Sonic as their first choice for 

fast food because of how far it is from campus. That being identified, I needed to find out 

what about Sonic piques any amount of college student interest. Second, if distance is what 

keeps college students in Tallahassee away from Sonic, what can we market stronger to 

pull them to Sonic’s Tallahassee location? 

 All three interviews started at a slow pace. Each group of about 4-6 students, chosen 

at random, was slow open up, but once I was able to get the students to talking the group 

interviews moved along just fine. We started the interviews in the same way we structured 

the survey: starting broad and narrowing down our questions over the duration of the 

interview.  Initially, I started the groups on a track to talk about their favorite fast food 

restaurants, generally speaking. I got a lot of “Taco Bell” and “Chickfil-A” as top responses.  

The next set of questions revolved around why people chose the restaurants they did. 

Unsurprisingly, with a majority lead, “convenience and location” were the top reasons 

behind why the students interviewed chose the restaurants they did as their top or favorite 

option. “As much as I would love to make decisions based on the food itself, it’s hard 

because I just don’t have time, ” (Derek R., interview group #3). Trailing that was menu 

choices. 

 Based on these two sets of questions alone, we could already see how this would 

relate to Sonic later on in our interviews. At this point, even by the surveys alone, we knew 

that college students in Tallahassee tended to avoid Sonic simply because it is far from all 



the campuses – so we knew that was something to think about.  We also knew that 

redirecting the interview onto menu options was a smart move. When we asked the 

students about the menu choices of their favorite restaurants, we were able to identify that 

cheap but acceptable menu choice was actually a very strong influence on student’s 

choices. “I love Chickfil-A so much, like that is easily my favorite, especially because it’s so 

close, but it’s so [freaking] expensive I can’t afford it as much as I would like to so my 

second choice is always McDonald’s. It’s no Chick but it’s cheap,” (Taylor P., interview group 

#1). Even though we still hadn’t even asked Sonic-specific questions, we were able to 

uncover a strong insight to target when we get to the creative brief part of our research; 

college students have favorites, but “cheap” can trump “quality” in certain contexts . That 

being said, if our creative brief was to touch on that, we could easily turn that aspect alone 

into the main point of our campaign. “Sonic is both cheap and quality; we can do both; etc.” 

 The next segment of our group interviews funneled the questions a little bit tighter; 

we started the general conversation with “Tell me what you think about Sonic Drive-Ins as 

a whole.” Immediately, the conversation took off with common phrases including “It’s not 

bad but it’s far away,” (Patrick G., interview group #3),  “I mean it’s just another fast food 

restaurant,” (Terrell S., interview group #1), “Nothing special, but cheap,” (Julie O., 

interview group #1). These few answers alone told us we needed to get a little more 

specific. We followed that question with one more tailored to Sonic as a franchise, “What 

about Sonic strikes you as unique, what makes Sonic stand out?” The top two responses by 

a landslide were the specialty slushies and hot dogs. “If I ever need a Slurpee, I go to Sonic, 

mainly because we don’t have a single 7/11 anywhere remotely close to Tallahassee, but 

that’s it,” (Meg F., interview group #2).  And even though Tallahassee has multiple hot dog-



specific restaurants (e.g. Voodoo Dog, Dog Et All, etc.), hot dogs were the second leading 

menu item that college students pegged as being unique to Sonic. Identifying some menu 

choices that make Sonic stand out in the eyes of Tallahassee college students helped us 

determine what we should push (or focus on more) in our campaign. Despite this insight, 

we still had one hurtle to overcome, why exactly Tallahassee students are avoiding the 

Tallahassee Sonic location and what would actually draw them to it. At this point we had 

figured out that location and convenience were 2 of the biggest factors when college 

students in Tallahassee are purchasing fast food and what they believed to be the most 

unique Sonic menu features; that still didn’t answer our question of what we need to do to 

actually pull the students to the Sonic location and increase business.  

 The last segment of our group interviews focused on the desires of the interviewees. 

We asked tight questions related to the distance from campus to Sonic, what their menu is 

lacking, why the distance to Sonic is so off-putting, and what driving force would convince 

them that going the distance to Sonic was worth it. All of these questions fostered strong 

discourse and provided a few key insights, things we really need to think about when we 

move forward with the campaign. 

 When we asked the groups about the distance specifically, we noticed that the 

students seemed very disinterested in the conversation, some even got a little annoyed. 

“It’s honestly just not worth the drive. Why should I drive all the way down Monroe [St.] 

just to get a burger I could easily get at McDonald’s?” (Mackenzie H., interview group #1) 

We then steered the conversation back to the menu and noticed that the students softened 

when they were able to talk about things they could have control over (what they wanted 

to order if they went to Sonic, etc.). It was not something I anticipated, this difference in 



energy from one topic to the next, but it added an unspoken insight I will touch on later. 

After touching back on the menu options at Sonic, we returned to talking about the distance 

between campus and the Tallahassee Sonic location, but this time we spun the 

conversation very differently. We asked the groups, “What would happen if Sonic was more 

of a treat? Would you view the drive differently if you were excited to visit Sonic?” 

Immediately we got a whole different set of responses. A majority of the students agreed 

that if Sonic was more of a coveted treat, and a highly desired item, they would be much 

more willing to make the drive to it. 

 We left our interviews with many key ideas we can use as we work towards a new 

advertising campaign, but three major insights stuck out to me during this whole process.  

 First and foremost, college students will almost always choose convenience and/or 

price over quality. Sonic is a reasonably priced, and comparatively, we found that Sonic is 

seen as being in the median range of quality. College students in Tallahassee tend to choose 

fast food locations based on their drive home from class, putting quality at a lower priority.  

In the end, college students don’t see anything about Sonic that makes it any better than the 

closer options, so they see no benefit in going that far for fast food. 

 Secondly, Sonic is generally known for its specialty slushies and milkshakes, and 

secondarily for the fact that they carry hot dogs. This insight can be directly applied to the 

approach we take in our campaign.  

 And finally, the distance between campus and the Tallahassee Sonic location turns 

off college students from eating at Sonic; generally speaking they don’t like driving.  College 

students lead extremely busy lives; they don’t have time to drive to the other side of town 

for fast food they can get much closer to home. 



 When you put the three of these together, it comes down to one thing, really. College 

students are willing to make sacrifices for the things they love. If they see a benefit to 

sacrificing time, effort, money, etc., they are more than willing to do whatever it takes to 

attain that benefit. An interviewee from interview group #2 who wished to have her name 

redacted solidified this insight with a story from her freshman year at Florida State. 

“…that’s how I felt about Target during my freshman year. I lived on campus and Target is 

so far from campus. I waited until I ran out of things I could only get at Target so my trips 

weren’t just all the time. The excitement of going to Target never wore off because I went 

every once in awhile… I feel like Sonic could do this, too if they stood out, if there was 

something about the drive out there that made it an exciting adventure, you know?”  

 Considering the scope of our research and the questions we aimed to answer, I 

would say we have gathered a great deal of information to help us launch a successful 

campaign. With these insights in mind, I think we should go about this campaign by 

focusing on the assets Sonic has a company and redirecting that focus to target the 

Tallahassee college student market. By capitalizing on the fact that Sonic is well known for 

its slushies and milkshakes, we can make that the product focus of our advertising. 

Additionally, we could paint Sonic to be an oasis of sorts in Tallahassee. “It’s not that it’s ‘so 

far away,’ it’s just a reward worth driving for,” etc. By keeping in mind that Tallahassee’s 

college-aged demographic doesn’t like to drive for fast food, we can portray the restaurant 

as something more than fast food: an exciting adventure or a reward after a taxing week. As 

advertising is all about the portrayal and the presentation, it’s important to remember that 

when planning out our campaign. I think by highlighting the aspects of Sonic that college-

students are already aware of, and targeting the fact that it is far away but that doesn’t have 



to be a bad thing, we can increase both awareness of the branch location and overall 

business within the location, solving the business problem at hand and reminding college 

students that going the distance can have great rewards.  

 

  



INTEGRATED IDEA BRIEF  

 
BRAND: SONIC DRIVE-IN      DATE: APRIL 20, 2016 

 

 

BACKGROUND: Sonic Drive-In is an American fast food restaurant chain that features 
American-style burgers, sandwiches, hot dogs and specialty slushies and milkshakes. Most 
locations also feature a working drive-in at which guests can place their order from their 
cars and have a roller-skating carhop deliver it to them. 
 

WHAT ARE THE BUSINESS GOALS? 

 Increase awareness of the Tallahassee location for students and college-aged 
individuals in Tallahassee 

 Improve business and increase overall sales at the Tallahassee Sonic location 
 

WHAT’S THE BUSINESS PROBLEM? 
Overall, Sonic sales among the college-age demographic are not great 

 College students in Tallahassee don’t think it’s worth the drive to the location  
 

WHO ARE WE ENGAGING? 

 STUDENTS, FRIENDS, NOT-SO-YOUNG PEOPLE WHO NEED A BREAK AND A 
SLUSHIE.   
All genders. Young adults and college students (18-24 years old). Students who have been 
studying hard and who desperately need a break. They have had a long week of studying 
and homework and need somewhere to hang and eat fun food. They want to enjoy time 
with their friends. They value cheap food first, quality food second, but only if it’s cheap. 
They secretly want to go somewhere to get food they can’t get anywhere else, to break their 
current habitual mold of eating the same food on Tennessee St. They’re a little stubborn, so 
they need a little persuading, but if you can get them to believe you, they will always follow 
suit. They are young and eager to enjoy the little things again. They want to be reminded of 
simple happy things in life. They need to be convinced that they should come to you. 
 

WHAT’S THE KEY INSIGHT? 

College students will go the distance for things they love. 
College students don’t like driving, they don’t want to waste their valuable time that they 
need to devote to studying and their tightly wound social lives and they don’t see Sonic as 
being that special, yet. These things go together to express that college students in 
Tallahassee need to be convinced that driving somewhere not close to them is worth it. 
 

 

WHAT DO PEOPLE CURRENTLY THINK ABOUT THE BRAND? 
Sonic is okay, but it’s nothing special. 



 
WHAT DO WE WANT THEM TO THINK ABOUT THE BRAND? 

It’s a little far from campus, but it’s worth the drive. They have menu items that make the 
trip worth it. 

 

HOW CAN WE ENABLE THAT CHANGE IN MINDSET? 
Remind them that Sonic is special. Prove to them that although it is far away, it can offer 

them all the same commodities as closer restaurants, but there’s just “something” about it 
that makes the drive worth it. 

 
WHAT MAKES THIS BELIEVABLE? 

 

BENEFIT:  
Making the trip to Sonic can provide to visitors a menu with unique options not available 
anywhere else. The specialty items alone are worth the drive.  
 

RTB:  
For a drive that’s honestly not that bad, students in Tallahassee can enjoy food and drinks 
they really can’t get anywhere else, in addition to eating in an environment they can’t have 
anywhere else.  
 


