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Apparently, the fast-food industry needs a stiff drink. An increasing 

number of chain restaurants, such as Taco Bell and Chipotle Mexican 

Grill, are serving alcohol to lure in new customers who might otherwise go 

elsewhere to get beer, wine or cocktails.  

In the competitive world of fast food, restaurants need an advantage. In the 

year ending in September, the chains saw no increase in customer traffic, 

according to the research firm NPD Group. Tacking on alcoholic 

beverages to an order is a way to drive up sales. Mixed drinks have a 
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markup of as much as 90% and beer, 25%, according to restaurant 

consultant John Gordon of the Pacific Management Consulting Group. 

 
Taco Bell plans to open about 150 alcohol-selling locations, called Cantinas. There are 

currently seven, including this one in Chicago. (Photo: Tyler Mallory) 

 

Taco Bell plans to open approximately 150 new locations across the 

United States that will serve beer and frozen mixed drinks 

featuring tequila, rum, vodka and whiskey. And Pizza Hut, which serves 

beer and wine at approximately 3,500 of its sit-down restaurants, is set to 

add alcohol to the menus at another 200. Chipotle is market-testing a 

frozen version of its margarita, while Shake Shack, which features 

ShackMeister Ale and red and white wine, offered a limited-time wine 

shake to mark the return of the NBC TV show "Will & Grace." 

"It creates a little bit of buzz – in both senses of the word," said Aaron 

Allen, an Orlando-based global restaurant consultant. "A lot of beverages 

with alcohol will have $3-$8 ticket prices, depending on their promotional 

pricing. Add a few of those on and you increase the check average. You 

can drive revenue without having to drive traffic." 



Reaching for some hooch also helps fast-food and fast-casual chains, 

which tend to do most of their business at breakfast and lunch, to score 

more dinnertime action. 

"They've been trying for years to get people to come in at night. ... You're 

paying rent for that restaurant all day, utilities. You might as well draw 

as much traffic as you can," said Edward Jones restaurant analyst Jack 

Russo. "It’s not a huge money-maker by any means. If they can (make 

alcohol) somewhat affordable, who knows. It might be." 

In 2016, booze accounted for half a percent of sales, or $1.4 billion, at fast-

food restaurants and other chains where customers order at a counter, like 

pizza stores, according to Technomic, a Chicago-based consulting firm that 

tracks food industry trends. 

Jose Juarez enjoyed some ShackMeister Ale with his hot dog lunch on 

a recent afternoon at Shake Shake in New York City's Madison Square 

Park. He said he was surprised to see beer on the menu, but happy to pay 

$5.79 for the 16-ounce plastic cup. 

"I was craving a beer and I got it," said the 34-year-old animator, visiting 

from San Jose, Calif., but he also wondered if the traditionally kid-friendly 

environment of any fast food restaurant, was the best place to imbibe. "It's 

a family place. You don't want a guy who drinks to much. I don't know if 

it's completely a good idea." 

He's not alone in his concern. Notably, the restaurants won't let you buy 

brewskis from your car. The chains don't serve alcohol at their drive-thrus. 

The majority of states have laws that ban open containers of alcohol, like 

beer cans or wine bottles, in cars. 

Anti-drunk driving advocacy group Mothers Against Drunk Driving said 

it's monitoring the addition of alcohol to fast-food menus and that it's 

paying attention to overserving, the increased availability of alcohol and 

the mixed messages it sends to minors. 



 
Chipotle Mexican Grill is testing a frozen version of its classic margarita. (Photo: Chipotle) 

 

"We're going to watch it very closely," said MADD national president 

Colleen Sheehey-Church. "MADD is not against the responsible sale of 

alcohol to adults. The key words are responsible and alcohol and 

adults... Our concern is the public's safety once people leave the 

restaurants." 

For its part, Taco Bell said when people go to one of the restaurants that 

serve alcohol, it's about people relaxing together, not zooming in and out. 

"It's usually a social occasion, a group of friends coming together for 

dinner or after a night out. Customers tend to hang out a little bit more. 

They want shareable food and alcohol. Nothing goes better with tacos," 

said spokesman Rob Poetsch. 

The greatest concern is about serving alcohol in places that tend to be 

popular with younger people 

"The more available alcohol is, the more people will drink and the more 

likely it is you’ll see more problems," said Johns Hopkins Bloomberg 

School of Public Health associate professor David Jernigan. "It’s not like 

adding salads to their menus." 

He cited drunk driving, violence, suicide and alcoholism and worried about 

the chains' youngest customers. 

"These are family-oriented restaurants. They’re really popular with kids. 

The idea of fast-food outlets serving alcohol is a message that alcohol is 



appropriate everywhere. We're talking about a very special product here. 

We’re not talking about milk. We're not talking about orange juice. We’re 

talking about 88,000 deaths in the U.S." 

But not everyone automatically says "cheers" to the move to booze. 

Franchisees have to be willing to navigate local liquor laws that determine 

everything from the time alcohol may be served to servers' ages to food-

sales minimums. 

For chains with company-owned stores, like Chipotle, a team examines 

local regulations for each location to determine if it's worth it. About 50% 

of its approximately 2,300 U.S. restaurants serve alcohol. None are in New 

Jersey, for example, because getting a license there is expensive. 

If Chipotle's frozen margarita test (it introduced a traditional margarita in 

2013) is a success, it could be sold nationwide by the end of the year, 

according to chief marketing officer Mark Crumpacker.   

While some chains are reaching for alcohol some are pulling back. Burger 

King once had six Whopper Bars in the United States. Now, there are only 

three beer-serving locations — two in Florida and one in Missouri. The 

company declined to say why it's not adding Whopper Bars. 

"It's not a platform we’re growing," said Alex Macedo, president of Burger 

King North America. 

And in January, Starbucks paused the roll-out of the Starbucks Evenings 

wine and craft beer menu at company-owned stores. Launched in 2010, the 

program peaked at 340 locations; today, it's offered at only a few U.S. 

airport cafes, which are run by licensees. However, the chain said it will 

look to integrate beer, wine and spirits into new retail formats like its new 

high-end concept Reserve Roasteries.  

Follow USA TODAY reporter Zlati Meyer on Twitter: @ZlatiMeyer 
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