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 Carino’s Italian Grill. Johnny Carino’s. Johnny’s Italian Kitchen. This restaurant chain, 

which is owned by Fired Up INC, is known by several names. According to their website, the 

franchise started in 1997 and has over 130 locations in the United States and 10 across the world. 

Johnny Carino’s purpose is to create a dining experience that has passion, creativity, quality, and 

value (About Johnny Carino's). 

 But how does Carino’s Italian compare to other franchises out there?  Carino’s main 

competitors are Brinker, who owns Chili’s, OSI Restaurant Partners, who maintains Outback 

Steakhouse, Carrabba’s Italian Grill, and Bonefish Grill, and Darden, whose well-known 

affiliation includes Olive Garden and Red Lobster (Brinker International Restaurants) (OSI 

Restaurant Partners, LLC Company Profile). All of those competitors excel Fired Up in yearly 

revenue. While Carino’s had revenue of $17.5 million dollars in 2012, the revenue of Brinker, 

OSI, and Darden’s revenue falls within the billion dollar price range (Hoover's: A D&B 

Company). 

 

 In fact, of the twenty restaurant companies listed on the Hoover D&B Company website, 

Fired Up has the second lowest gross revenue (Hoover's: A D&B Company). This is not 



P a g e  | 2 

 

surprising, since the restaurant was in financial trouble up until 2008, according to Austin 

Business Journal (Vara-Orta, 2010). The company had a debt of tens of millions of dollars up 

until Creed Ford III, the chain’s CEO and co-

founder, helped reduce it by 80 percent. Ford 

reorganized the corporate operations – cutting 

positions, freezing bonuses, and etc. – all 

without cutting the quality of the food services. 

However, Ford’s team did negotiate with 

vendors and landlords to get lower prices on 

several items, including supplies. 

 Although the market data is not available for Carino’s Italian market size or profitability, 

Forbes says the average profit margin for an Italian Restaurant jumped to 5.01% in recent years 

(Biery, 2012). Since Chowhound states that the markup on an average entrée for such a 

restaurant is 300-400%, this makes perfect sense (tatamagouche, 2009). Although the sales for 

full-service restaurants were “pretty much everywhere” in 2008, 2009, and 2010, sales have been 

steadily rising since 2011 (Vara-Orta, 2010). 

Not only that, but the Johnny Carino’s 

Facebook page has over forty-thousand likes 

with an average of 3-4% of the franchise’s 

“fans” talking about it weekly (Carino's 

Italian). Even though E-commerce: Business, 

Technology, Society states that the 
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relationship between a “like” and sales is not clearly defined, Facebook tops the chart in unique 

social media visitors (Laudon & Traver, 2012).  

The social media aspects of Carino’s have a lot to do with the growth of the company 

since their near impending bankruptcy in the early 2000s. The company shares multiple 

promotions on their Facebook and twitter feed (Carino's Italian (Carinos_Italian) on Twitter) and 

they use the social media mediums to both interact with present and future guests and advertise 

co-branding efforts with several different charities such as The Special Olympics of Texas and 

Autism Awareness Month (Carino's Italian).  

Another way this company draws in multiple guests is their daily deals and pasta points 

program. A “Pasta Points” card is Carino’s loyalty points program where one can earn discounts 

by dining at any Carino’s location (Pasta Points. Johnny Carino's. ). Although this points 

program has been around for many years, the system recently received a technology upgrade. 

The company is gradually getting rid of the plastic card and switching over to a smart phone 

application. Carino’s has also recently gathered attention from their new menu, which was 

introduced in early 2013 (Johnny Carino's Menu). The new menu features 15 new entrees and 

several new daily features. 

DAILY SPECIALS 

MONDAY FAMILY NIGHT 

1/2 off Every Family Platter 

TUESDAY ALL YOU CAN EAT PASTA 

Create Your Own for $9.99 

WEDNESDAY WINE WEDNESDAY 

1/2 off All Bottles of Wine 
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THURSDAY RIB NIGHT 

Italian-Style Baby Backs for $9.99 

FRIDAY & SATURDAY 2 CAN DINE FOR $24.99 

Enjoy Unlimited Bread and Soup or Salad; 

Choose 2 Chef Select Entrées and Any 2 Mini 

Desserts 

SUNDAY JOHNNY'S CATCH 

$2 off Any Seafood Entrée 

 

Other promotions in 2013 include special coupons only available to Facebook fans in 

January and a Groupon (Carino's Italian). Carino’s took advantage of the popular website and 

offered guests “$10 for $20 worth of Italian Food” back in early March of 2013. Over 5,000 

people ended up buying the Groupon (Johnny Carino's Deal of the day | Groupon Austin).  

The use of the internet as a medium of communication has had an overall positive impact 

on present and potential guests. Of the four guests interviewed, with varying ages (22-60) and 

educations (High School Diplomas to Masters Degrees), the only negative experience one guest 

had been the store locating system. “[I am] not a fan of how the website goes about providing the 

locations,” states Meagan Prater. The trade school student further states that she would prefer if 

the website listed out various locations close to her and showed “information such as hours 

rather than only showing me whichever is the closest.” 

For the most part, guests have had an overall positive experience with the varying 

features the website provided. Peter McCoy, who ate at the Lewisville location in early April, 

stated he liked how easy the website was to navigate. “I went to the website on April 13
th

 to look 

at an address and directions,” says McCoy. “[The website] was easy to use and [had a] clean 

look to the site.” 
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Even first time visitors had a positive 

experience with website usage. Prater and 

another guest, Lauren Dixon, had never used the 

website before their interviews. “I usually like to look at menus or find locations [when I visit a 

restaurant website],” said Prater. “[So,] I love that the pictures and prices are listed [along with] 

an allergen and nutrition guide….I like the thorough information.” 

Dixon agreed. “[The website] seems like a pretty straightforward system,” Dixon states. 

“[It has a] nice layout, pictures of menu items, nutritional facts, [and a] description of the items.” 

McCoy, Dixon, and Prater all agreed that the website had valuable information to offer and that 

they would revisit it if it deemed fit.  

However, not everyone is aware of Carino’s online presence. Anthony Mejia, age 25, had 

never visited the website, but agreed he would visit it if it fit his needs. Mejia may be a small 

majority. According to E-commerce: Business, Technology, Society, of the 86 million people 

who have internet access, 87% of those have shopped online at some point (Laudon & Traver, 

2012). That still leaves over 11 million people without the knowledge or everyday usage of 

online shopping.  

The Economist adds onto this by stating that there is “no evidence that there are big 

opportunities for traditional 

retailers in online retail” 

(Shopping and the internet: 

Making it click, 2012). A 

logical conclusion may be that 

some retailers and restaurants 
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are still skeptical about the advantages of an 

online website. This is further exemplified 

when they state that Wal-Mart, the arguably 

biggest retailer in the world, still has not seen 

big profits from its online sector.  

Despite these facts, E-commerce: Business, Technology, Society does state that online 

retail is the fastest growing channel on revenue basis (Laudon & Traver, 2012). Not only that, 

but one may also consider the fact that the food and beverage industry already holds around 14% 

of the commerce marketplace. Since internet commerce is the most rapidly developing retail 

channel and the numbers in the restaurant industry are already in their favor, these facts may 

very well change within a few years 

Although there is no correlation between the numbers of “fans” on Facebook and 

followers on twitter versus market revenue, one may say that these vehicles still help in building 

brand image and overall advertising efforts. Even though all the interviewed guests knew about 

the social networking activities used by Carino’s, none of them used them.  “I guess it’s nice that 

it’s available,” admits Dixon. Prater adds to this by saying “I don’t go to this restaurant often 

enough to care about following them.”  

The statistics for Facebook usage are 

low. Compete Pulse states that only one 

quarter of shoppers visits a retail outlet’s 

Facebook page (DeLuca, 2011). Of that 

percentage, only half keep up with sales and 
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promotions posted via social networking sites.  

Reed Mellon, the assistant general manager of the Lewisville Johnny Carino’s, justifies 

this fact. He states that their mass marketing via online websites “helps increase the amount of 

context that [they] have and [they] can send out a mass message anyone that views it. 

Essentially, it is increased exposure through the public networking forums like Facebook and 

twitter and helps [them] reach a larger group of individual that would otherwise not have contact 

with [them].”  

Jessica Baker, a shift manager at the same location, attested to Mellon’s statement. “I do 

think it helps promote our company as far as social networking because there are a lot of people 

who use those websites and it helps promote our name amongst them and their friends who may 

not know who we are.” 

Facebook has the option to like a post, comment on a post, or “share” a post with friends. 

Twitter also has the option to “retweet” something a firm renders. This can be significant to 

online consumers. E-commerce: Business, Technology, Society states that one-third of 

consumers have found social networking to be influential to their purchase decisions (Laudon & 

Traver, 2012). Since over 90% of Fortune 500 companies have established Facebook presence 

and twitter has attracted 80% of corporations to its website, this can be an overall positive effort 

on Carino’s marketing. 

Debra Arbesman, the senior associate of Compete, states that “Facebook pages can be a 

highly strategic and relatively low-cost marketing tool for retailers to engage with shoppers” 

(DeLuca, 2011).  Even though social networking does not reach a large majority of consumers, 

one may consider the fact that 31% of ads are never seen by the consumer, according to Yahoo! 
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Advertising Solutions. Also, 4% of advertisements “miss” their target, meaning that the odds are 

in social networking’s favor (Team, 2012). 

Social networking as a medium for advertising is not strictly a positive thing. With any 

new form of marketing, there are pros and cons a company has to deal with. Ignoring the fact 

that consumers already see up to five-thousand ads at minimum at day, according to New York 

Times, and that the everyday shopper deals with sensory overload due to advertising clutter, there 

are several negativities marketers have to overcome with social networking (STORY, 2007). 

For example, Baker states that the use of collaborative shopping does not only bring 

positive reviews and results. “It can be harmful if someone has a bad experience or if employees 

use social networking to express negative views.” 

Upon reading the comments section of the Carino’s Facebook page, over 70% of the first 

ten comments had a complaint of some sort in them (Carino's Italian). Since 40% of consumers 

researching a product category, according to Consumer Reports, read user reviews, this type of 

network notification can have a negative impact on a brand (New ways to complain on the web 

and social media, 2011).  

However, Johnny Carino’s have dealt with complaints by directly responding to the upset 

customers. This sheds a positive light towards Carino’s, since CNNMoney states that only 35% 

of retailers respond to consumer complaints on Facebook and Twitter (Stern, 2011). Since the 

Facebook community can see posts made by other customers, this would arguably be the best 

method to retaining a customer. This use of augmented product, in short, helps the company 

develop a bond and promotes their brand image even further.  
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New York Times states that “new forms of advertising take trial and error” (STORY, 

2007). In theory, these negative statements should, overtime, help companies like Carino’s tweak 

their advertising efforts and hopefully increase market revenue.  

Carino’s is theoretically doing everything right to stay in the online marketing game. 

However, since their revenue is already so far behind other restaurant industries, they will need 

to do something to jump ahead and make their mark in the business world. They recently created 

a mobile application while other restaurants have had one for quite some time. The fact is that 

their online presence is there to develop brand image, provide knowledge, and establish offline 

presence via the online community. Since there is no online shopping involved with their online 

presence, Carino’s may want to consider adding an “ordering online and picking up in the store” 

feature. 

In conclusion, Carino’s revenue is subpar compared to other competitive restaurants. 

Although marketing efforts in the past have arguably saved them from bankruptcy, those same 

tactics are barely keeping them on the same level as other Italian restaurants. If Carino’s wants to 

strive, they must go above and beyond with their marketing approach and put forth the effort to 

make them stand out in the eye of the consumer.  
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Transcripts 

Manager 1 Interview Transcript 

I: What is your name? 

R: Reed Mellon. 

I: What is your age? 

R: 27. 

I: What is your exact title position and how long have you been working in that position? 

R: I’m the Assistant General Manager of the Lewisville Carino’s and I’ve been with the 

company for 11 years. 

I: Are you aware of Carino’s web presence? 

R: Yes I am. 

I: How do you, as a manager, utilize this website?  

R: Our website is a public domain and we do not utilize it directly. Direct usage would be email 

address to which we send our promotions and reminders for upcoming events. 

I: Does your firm’s web presence help you at a store level? If so, how? 

R: Yes. 

I: Does your firm’s web presence harm your store? 

R: No. 

I: What changes would you make to your website or web presence, if any? 

R: Nothing. It covers all the bases for catering, menu and events. 

I: Do you know about the social networking activities of Carino’s? 

R: Yes. 



P a g e  | 13 

 

I: How do you think social networking can harm or help Carino’s? 

R: It helps increase the amount of context that we have and we can send out a mass message 

anyone that views it. Essentially it’s just increased exposure through the public networking 

forums like facebook and twitter and helps us reach a larger group of individual that would 

otherwise not have contact with us. 

 

Manager 2 Interview Transcript 

I: What is your name? 

R: My name is Jessica Baker. 

I: What is your age? 

R: I am 24. 

I: What is your exact title position and how long have you been working in that position? 

R: I’ve been a shift manager for two years, but I’ve been with the company for five. 

I: Are you aware of Carino’s web presence? 

R: Yes. 

I: How do you, as a manager, utilize this website? 

R: I use it for marketing research for e-mailing whether it’s for promotional events or whatever is 

needed at the moment. We use it to put in orders for things we need as a restaurant ourselves and 

promote features and specials we decide to run. 

I: Does your firm’s web presence help you at a store level? If so, how? 

R: Yes. 
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I: Does your firm’s web presence harm your store? 

R: It’s something difficult, as a manager, to use. E-mail response is demanding and therefore you 

have to pick and choose where you’re most needed. 

I: What changes would you make to your website or web presence, if any? 

R: The webpage itself is something I have no problems with and wouldn’t change anything about 

it. 

I: Do you know about the social networking activities of Carino’s? 

R: Yes, I do know of them. 

I: How do you think social networking can harm or help Carino’s? 

R: I do think it helps promote our company as far as social networking because there are a lot of 

people who use those websites and it helps promote our name amongst them and their friends 

who may not know who we are. It can be harmful if someone has a bad experience or if 

employees use social networking to express negative views. 

 

Customer 1 Interview Transcript 

I: What is your name and how old are you? 

R: My name is Anthony Mejia and I’m 25. 

I: What is the highest level of education that you’ve completed? 

R: I’m a college drop out. 

I: When did you last eat at Carino’s and what did you have? 

R: Yesterday. Pepperoni Burger. 

I: When was the last time you visited the website? 

R: Never. 
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I: Would you consider visiting the website in the future? 

R: Of course. 

I: Are you familiar with Carino’s social networking? 

R: Yes! I like the social networking activities.   

 

Customer 2 Interview Transcript 

I: What is your name and how old are you? 

R: My name is Peter McCoy and I’m 60. My wife is Melissa McCoy, 58. 

I: What is the highest level of education that you’ve completed? 

R: I’ve completed my Master’s Degree and my wife has her bachelors in Journalism. 

I: When did you last eat at Carino’s and what did you have? 

R: April 13
th

. I bought a chicken and pasta dish and my wife purchased pasta. 

I: When was the last time you visited the website? What did you do? 

R: I went to the website on April 13
th

 to look up address and directions.  

I: Did you buy anything on the website? 

R: I did not buy anything on the website. 

I: What did you like or didn’t like about Carino’s website?  

R:  Website was easy to navigate. I was only looking for directions and a map, and those were 

easy to find 

I: Name five negative and positive experiences you’ve had with the website. 

R: It was easy to use and had a clean look to the site. No negative experiences. 
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I: Would you go back to Carino’s website in the future? 

R: Yes, if I am looking for directions.  Might also look next time to see if Carino's has added any 

new items to the menu 

I: Are you familiar with Carino’s social networking? 

R: I am aware of Carino's Facebook and Twitter options, but I do not use them 

 

Customer 3 Interview Transcript 

I: What is your name and how old are you? 

R: Meagan Teague Prater. I’m 22-years-old. 

I: And how do you spell that? 

R: M-E-A-G-A-N. T-E-A-G-U-E. P-R-A-T-E-R. 

I: Thanks. Now, what is the highest level of education that you’ve completed? 

R: I graduated High School and am currently in Trade School. 

I: When did you last eat at Carino’s and what did you have? 

R: It's been about a year since my last visit. I believe I got the Sicilian fire sticks and spicy 

shrimp and chicken pasta. 

I: What do you do when you visit Carino’s website? Did you buy anything the last time you 

visited? 

R: Usually I like to look at menus or find locations. I don’t usually buy anything though.  

I: What did you like about Carino’s website during your last visit? 

R: I really love that there's pictures of all the menu items, and the prices are actually listed. No 
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dislikes. 

I: Name five negative and positive experiences you’ve had with the website. 

R: As I already said, I love the pictures and the prices listed. They also have an allergen and 

nutrition guide, daily specials, downloadable menu - also sorts of stuff! I like the thorough 

information. They also seem to have an app and rewards program, that's nifty. I'm not a fan of 

how the website goes about providing the locations. I'd prefer it list out various locations close to 

me with information such as hours rather than only showing me whichever is the closest 

I: Would you go back to Carino’s website in the future? 

R: I definitely would if I wanted to check out the menu, but if I was looking for locations I'd just 

use google. Other than that honestly I have no reason to visit the website. 

I: Are you familiar with Carino’s social networking and if so, what are your experiences 

with them? 

R: I can see they have a Facebook and twitter on the website, though I don't go to this restaurant 

often enough to care about following them  so no experiences with the social networking sites. 

 

Customer 4 Interview Transcript 

I: What is your name and how old are you? 

R: Lauren Dixon, 26. 

I: What is the highest level of education that you’ve completed? 

R: I’m four classes away from my bachelor’s degree. 

I: Congratulations! Now, when did you last eat at Carino’s and what did you have? 

R:  About 4 months ago. I had the Italian nachos and pecan crusted chicken salad. 
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I: When was the last time you visited Carino’s website? 

R: Yesterday actually. 

I: What did you do on the website? 

R: I looked around to see what kind of new menu items they have, locations & hours, as well as 

specials & coupons 

I: What did or didn’t you like about the website? Would you considering buying something 

off the website?  

R: Seems like a pretty straightforward system to me, though I probably wouldn't buy much 

through the website. It has a nice layout, pictures of menu items, nutritional facts, descriptions of 

the items. There was nothing that really stuck out as negative to me. 

I: Would you consider going back to the website in the future? 

R: Yes, to look at the menu and try something new next time, and also to check locations and 

hours. 

I: Are you familiar with Carino’s social networking? 

R: I do not even think to look at social networks when it comes to a restaurant, but I guess it's 

nice that it's available. 


