
 
  

Domino's Built A Tech Company 

Idea In Short

Domino's Pizza did not fix its business by improving delivery routes or opening more stores.
It fixed its business by admitting its product was bad, rebuilding the recipe from scratch, and
then investing in proprietary technology until ordering pizza became a software problem
rather than a food problem. The lesson for executives running any consumer brand is that
operational excellence follows product honesty, and growth compounds only after a
company decides which parts of its infrastructure it will own outright. Domino's chose to
own its ordering technology, its supply chain visibility, and its franchise data systems. That
decision, not any single marketing campaign, is why the company now trades customer
loyalty for pizza the same way a software firm trades usage data for stickiness.

A restaurant chain nobody wanted to visit

Before its turnaround, Domino's occupied the weaker position in a two-chain market that
most American customers experienced as a choice between Pizza Hut and Domino's. Pizza
Hut offered a dining room, table service and a sense of occasion, while Domino's operated
stripped-down counters built around one function: getting a box out the door. Customers
who wanted an evening out chose Pizza Hut and accepted its higher prices for the
ambiance, and Domino's absorbed the identity of the cheaper, low-effort alternative. That
positioning meant the brand had never needed to think hard about the eating experience
itself, and by the mid-2000s, that neglect had caught up with the product on the plate.

Customer research the company commissioned in the late 2000s returned some of the
harshest feedback a major food brand had ever published about itself. Respondents
described the crust as tasting like cardboard, called the sauce a ketchup imitation, and
dismissed the entire product as a fake version of pizza. Rather than suppress or spin these
findings, chief executive officer (CEO) J. Patrick Doyle chose to broadcast them.

Domino's crust tastes like cardboard The sauce tastes like ketchup This is an
imitation of pizza
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Doyle's decision reflected a specific piece of strategic logic: a brand whose reputation
cannot get materially worse has little to lose by confronting the criticism directly, and
everything to gain if the confession reads as sincere. That bet, unusual for a public company
answerable to shareholders, became the foundation for what followed.

Turning public criticism into a marketing asset

Domino's built its recovery campaign, called "Oh Yes We Did," around footage of real
employees reading the harshest customer comments aloud on camera, an approach closer
to a confessional documentary than a conventional advertisement. The company's
spokesperson at the time framed the effort plainly, explaining the intent behind putting
unfiltered criticism in front of the public.

Our "Oh Yes We Did" campaign only shows consumers that we have indeed been
hearing what they have to say, but it also shows them how we have done so

The campaign worked because it paired the confession with an actual product change
rather than leaving the apology to stand on its own1. Domino's discarded a recipe the chain
had used for roughly five decades and replaced the sauce, the cheese blend and the crust,
adding a garlic seasoning and a buttery finish that reviewers had specifically praised in
competitors' products. The company also introduced a new "Specialty Pizza" line built
around lightly breaded chicken, cheese and toppings like bacon and jalapeno, aimed at
diners who associated Domino's with the lowest common denominator of pizza rather than a
chef-driven menu. Cheryl Bachelder, who later ran Popeyes Louisiana Kitchen as chief
executive, summarized Doyle's broader impact on the organization in terms that extended
well past the recipe change itself.

Patrick Doyle has led a remarkable transformation of Domino's Pizza. His impact on
the food, the technology, the operations and the international expansion of this
brand has been game-changing
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The advertising agency Crispin Porter and Bogusky, which built the campaign alongside
Domino's marketing team, later described the assignment internally as repositioning a pizza
delivery brand into something closer to a technology company, a framing that anticipated
where Domino's would spend most of its capital over the following decade2.

Building the internal technology capability first

Before Domino's could ship any of the customer-facing innovations that eventually defined
its brand, the company had to build an internal information technology organization capable
of designing and maintaining that software without depending on outside vendors for every
update. This distinction matters for any executive assessing a similar transformation:
Domino's did not buy off-the-shelf ordering software and slap its logo on it, it hired
engineers and data scientists and treated technology as a core competency on par with
food production. By the middle of the following decade, roughly half of the staff at Domino's
headquarters worked in software and analytics roles rather than traditional restaurant
operations, a ratio far closer to a software firm's payroll composition than a pizza chain's.

That internal capability existed specifically to serve the franchise model Domino's depends
on, since the vast majority of its restaurants are independently owned and operated rather
than run directly by the parent company. Centralizing supply chain management, cost
tracking and technology development at the corporate level let individual franchise owners
focus on running their stores instead of maintaining their own back-office systems, which
simplified operations across thousands of locations that would otherwise have developed
inconsistent, duplicated technology on their own.

A decade of visible digital milestones

The clearest evidence of that internal investment showed up in a sequence of customer-
facing products that each solved a specific problem in the ordering experience rather than
existing as a novelty. In 2008 Domino's launched its order tracking tool, which gave
customers a real-time view of their pizza's progress from the kitchen to the driveway and
simultaneously gave franchisees a shared operational system for coordinating kitchen and
delivery staff.
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Three years later, the company released a mobile application that let customers place an
order from a phone rather than a desktop browser or a phone call, and mobile ordering
rapidly overtook every other channel as the primary way customers interacted with the
brand. By 2015, Domino's had extended ordering into a platform called AnyWare, which let
customers place an order through smartwatches, smart televisions, voice assistants such as
Amazon's Echo and Google's Home devices, and messaging platforms including Slack,
Facebook Messenger and Twitter, collapsing the distance between wherever a customer
happened to be and an actual order in the kitchen. The following year, Domino's ran the first
drone-based pizza delivery in the world, a delivery in New Zealand carrying a peri-peri
chicken pizza and a chicken-and-cranberry pizza to a customer's address without a human
driver involved4.

When the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic disrupted in-person dining in
2020, Domino's again used its existing technology stack to solve a new operational problem
rather than starting from scratch. The company launched a carside delivery service that let
customers select a pickup option through the app or website and specify exactly where in
their vehicle they wanted the order placed, whether the back seat or the trunk, turning a
contactless requirement into a feature the company could market as convenience rather
than merely as a health precaution.

What the financial results actually show

The scale of Domino's recovery becomes clearer against its direct competitor's collapse
over the same period. By fiscal year 2019, Domino's reported annual revenue near 14 billion
dollars generated across more than 17,000 restaurants worldwide, a network that had grown
at an average pace exceeding three new store openings every day of that year. Year-over-
year (YoY) growth of roughly 11 percent helped push net income above 400 million dollars,
and the company's same-store sales, a metric restaurant analysts watch closely because it
strips out growth from new locations, had not fallen below 4 percent growth in any recent
year and frequently exceeded 10 percent5.

Pizza Hut's largest United States franchisee, NPC International, filed for Chapter 11
bankruptcy protection on July 1, 2020, a filing that named roughly 900 million dollars in debt
and came after dining habits shifted sharply toward at-home eating during the pandemic.
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The contrast between one chain expanding through a public health crisis and its rival's
largest operator seeking bankruptcy protection during the same period illustrates how
differently the two companies had positioned their operating models heading into 20206.

Domino's public market performance over the same stretch tells a similar story from an
investor's perspective. An investment of 1,000 dollars in Domino's stock at its 2004 initial
public offering (IPO) would have grown to roughly 58,000 dollars by 2020, a return that
outpaced the same period's returns from Google, Apple, Amazon and Netflix, four
companies that most investors would have identified as the era's obvious growth stocks
well before naming a pizza chain.

Why the brand identity shift matters beyond marketing

Domino's went on to open restaurants in Italy, the country most closely associated with the
invention of pizza itself, a decision that signaled confidence the brand's technology and
consistency could compete on a product category where an entire nation considers itself
the definitive authority. That confidence traces directly back to the sequencing decision
Doyle's team made a decade earlier, fixing the underlying product before investing further in
growth, and then treating growth itself as a technology problem rather than a real estate or
advertising problem.

The distinction matters for any board evaluating a similar turnaround, because the two
halves of the strategy depend on each other rather than functioning as independent
initiatives. A confession campaign without a reformulated product would have read as
empty contrition, and a reformulated product without the trust rebuilt by that confession
would have struggled to get a skeptical customer to try it again. Layering proprietary
technology on top of both moves let Domino's convert short-term customer forgiveness into
a durable operating advantage that continued compounding well after anyone still
remembered the original cardboard-crust complaints.

Where this leaves executives running a similar turnaround

Domino's example offers a specific, testable sequence rather than a general inspiration
story. Confront the actual product or service failure publicly and specifically before asking
customers to trust a fix, build the internal technical capability required to support innovation
before promising customers new features, and treat that internal capability as core
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infrastructure the company owns rather than a set of vendor contracts it manages.
Executives who skip the first step risk a technology investment with no underlying product
improvement to support it, and those who skip the second risk announcing customer-facing
features they cannot maintain or extend without an outside partner's cooperation.

1The Hustle On Doyle's Turnaround
2CAMPAIGN ON THE CP+B REBUILD
3NCR Voyix On Domino's Digital Milestones
4Bluewhaleapps On Domino's Digitization
5DOMINO'S INVESTOR RELATIONS ON FISCAL 2019 RESULTS
6RESTAURANT DIVE ON THE NPC BANKRUPTCY

Summary

Domino's transformation rested on two decisions made in sequence. Leadership admitted
the product had failed before asking customers to trust it again, and it treated technology as
a core capability to build rather than a vendor relationship to manage. Every visible
innovation, from the order tracker to voice ordering to drone delivery, sat on top of an
internal information technology (IT) organization the company had deliberately strengthened
first. Executives evaluating a turnaround in their own organization should notice the order of
operations: honesty about product quality came before reinvention, and internal technical
capability came before customer-facing innovation. Skipping either step tends to produce a
marketing campaign without substance or a technology investment without a product worth
selling.
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