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or: How to launch the next Pumpkin Spice Latte
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The strongest LTOs aren’t
just great products.
They’re well-designed
systems. Learn how the
best QSR industry leaders
get it right every time.
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The Pumpkin Spice
Latte wasnt just a
seasonal drink.

It was a system.

Starbucks didn’t build the Pumpkin Spice Latte into
one of the most recognized LTOs in history on the merit
of its flavor alone. They built it on the strength of their
launch mechanics.

Every fall, its return was framed as a cultural event, not a
menu update. Scarcity created anticipation. Customers
knew it wouldn’t always be available. Marketing reinforced
urgency. The product became a seasonal ritual because the
system behind it was disciplined, repeatable, and designed
to grow. That’s the part most brands miss.

Too often, LTO conversations focus almost entirely
on the menu item:

[s the flavor interesting enough?

[s the packaging exciting?

Is the product differentiated enough?

But successful LTOs are rarely driven by novelty alone.

At KS&R, we've worked across a wide range of QSR pricing,
innovation, and launch strategy challenges. Whether they’re
premium entrée concepts, collectible programs, value
platforms, digital offer systems, or menu architecture work,
the same six fundamentals appear over and over again in
the launches that win.

“The most successful LTOs are rarely just good
products. They are well-designed systems.”

- KS&R QSR Strategy Practice
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Clear value wins.

If customers need to decode the offer,
it will surely underperform in market.

The best LTOs are easy to explain in one sentence, or even
without one. Customers should immediately understand why
the offer matters and why they should act now.

The launches that perform best are usually the ones with
the cleanest value exchange, not the most complicated
mechanics. Once an offer becomes too conditional, too
layered, or too difficult to understand, adoption narrows fast.

This applies equally to premium products, value bundles,
digital offers, and collectibles. The rule is simple: if it requires
explanation, it needs simplification.

Strong value communication is the single fastest way to
improve early trial rates.
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Pricing discipline matters
more than you think.

There is no single right number, but there
is a corridor, and leaving it is expensive.

.. “ " é

e

i

One of the biggest mistakes brands make is treating pricing
like a fixed point. In practice, successful LTOs operate inside
a fairly tight pricing corridor.

Move too low and margins collapse. Move too high and the
offer becomes not relevant to your core customer.

We see this repeatedly in concept testing and pricing work.
Strong concepts can lose momentum surprisingly fast once
they move outside the acceptable value range. The strongest
organizations build launches around pricing flexibility, not
fragile single-point assumptions.

Define your pricing corridor before creative development
begins — not after.
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Repeat mechanics must
be intentional.

High trial and high frequency are not the same thing.
Know which one you're building.

Not every high-interest launch drives repeat behavior. That
distinction matters more than most teams plan for.

Some concepts are excellent for trial but weak for frequency.
Others create genuine return behavior because the mechanic
itself encourages multiple visits — collectible completions,
tiered rewards, rotating SKUs.

If the structure does not create completion behavior, urgency,
or areason to return, it should not be forecasted like a repeat
engine. Understanding that difference changes everything

from inventory planning to media strategy.

Model trial and repeat separately. They have different drivers
and different media implications.
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Cannibalization is not
the enemy.

The goal isn't zero cannibalization.
It’s the right cannibalization.

One of the least productive conversations in QSR is the idea
that a successful LTO should create zero cannibalization.
That’s rarely realistic.

Most successful launches take some share from existing
menu items. The better question is whether they steal from
the right items while improving the broader portfolio through
trade-up.

Managed cannibalization is healthy. Unplanned

cannibalization is expensive. The strongest launch teams
define acceptable trade candidates before the launch even
begins, so the business case reflects reality, not optimism.

Name your expected trade candicates in the business case.
It forces honest forecasting.
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Awareness is often
undervalued.

A great LTO that nobody knows about
is an expensive test, not a launch.

A surprising number of LTO business cases quietly assume
awareness instead of funding it properly. That creates
problems from day one.

In our experience, awareness levels can materially change
launch economics, repeat rates, and overall guest count
impact. The launches that win typically have a clear media
plan, channel strategy, and awareness target built into the
business case from the beginning.

The launch is not just the product. The launch is the
communication system around the product. If the awareness
plan is thin, the forecast should reflect that, and the decision
to proceed should account for it.

Awareness is a line item, not an assumption.
Fund it or adjust the forecast accordingly.
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Operational simplicity

Is a growth lever.

Complexity is not just a back-of-house problem.
Customers feel it at the counter.

This is where many otherwise strong concepts lose
momentum. Operational complexity is often treated
as a secondary issue when it should be a primary
screening criterion.

A complicated build slows throughput. A confusing
offer slows ordering. Too many modifiers create
inconsistency across locations. Customers experience
that friction immediately, and they remember it.

The strongest LTOs tend to be operationally
disciplined. They are easy to explain, easy to order,
and easy for crews to execute consistently under
pressure. Simplicity is not a limitation. It is often the
reason the launch scales successfully.

Run an operational simplicity screen before committing
to creative. Fix it early or pay for it in execution.
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ABOUT KS&R

Since 1983, we've helped
some of the world’s most
iconic brands make

better decisions with
confidence. We understand
the challenges you face,
because we've spent
decades working alongside
teams navigating the

same decisions.

That experience is why clients trust us. And
why many have worked with us for decades.

KS&R is recognized as a U.S. Top 50 Market
Research & Data Analytics Company by

the American Marketing Association, and
ranked #1 for nine consecutive years among
market research buyers.

Dynamic wisdom.
Better decisions.

Let’s talk about your

CONTACT US

next launch.

ksrinc.com
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http://ksrinc.com
https://www.ksrinc.com/connect/contact-us/
https://www.facebook.com/KSRconnect/
https://x.com/ksrinc
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCwHvakzgguW3HxNdrxxZlJg
https://www.linkedin.com/company/ks&r/
https://www.instagram.com/ksrconnect/

