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OR some food and beverage (F&B) 
operators, going digital can be a 
struggle because of limited know-
ledge and resources. Recognising 
this,  some  companies  have  

stepped up to the plate to ease their associ-
ated businesses into this transformation jour-
ney to help them tide over this difficult period 
and beyond.

Food delivery company Deliveroo, for in-
stance, has been helping its F&B merchants in 
Singapore create virtual brands since 2018. In 
the pandemic, it has become a critical growth 
avenue for many of these businesses. 

With virtual brands, existing restaurants 
can increase revenue by offering delivery-
based, new or complementary cuisines under 
new branding – without the need for a phys-
ical storefront – and a virtual brand appears as 
a separate restaurant with a new identity on 
the platform, explained Deliveroo Singapore 
general manager Sarah Tan. 

Virtual brands also allow F&B operators to 
create bespoke menus from their current kit-
chen, operating in tandem with the brick-and-
mortar restaurants.

Salad chain SaladStop! launched Smoosha, 
a smoothie kitchen, as a virtual brand in April 
last year as an immediate solution to the din-
ing restrictions introduced during the circuit 
breaker. The smoothies, prepared in Salad-
Stop!’s existing premises, share many base in-
gredients from the salad restaurant’s existing 
products, such as yogurts, chia puddings, 
mueslis, and some salad bar items. 

“Dual use of ingredients has led to better in-
ventory management  with  less  wastage;  
which means we can make higher order 
volumes in order to meet minimum order 
quantities,” said Katherine Desbaillets Braha, 
the director of Fresh Creation Holdings, which 
operates the brands.

From Deliveroo, it has received help in ex-
panding its reach with boosts in in-app visibil-
ity and through menu insights and opera-
tional optimisation. Through a virtual brand 
on its platform, Smoosha has been able to 

overcome operational constraints that would 
have been in place, had it been run as a stan-
dalone brick and mortar restaurant, Ms Des-
baillets added.

The virtual brand has been performing 
well since its birth, seeing an average of over 
50 per cent return customers since launch, 
and Smoosha is preparing to launch two new 
products in its virtual menu.

The Digital Kitchen, operated by Shake 
Farm at a site separate from its Shake Farm 
brick-and-mortar stores, is another virtual 
brand that was launched on Deliveroo during 
the pandemic, after it experienced an increase 
in delivery orders on the platform during the 
circuit breaker period. It houses multiple con-
cepts such as Pita Hero, RostiBoy, and The Su-
per Foodie Marketplace, which itself hosts 
multiple brands.

“The business model allows us to market 
test  and  streamline  our  concepts  first,  
thereby minimising costs or risk and also help-
ing us to attract new customers to our brand 
on Deliveroo,”  said Shake Farm founder 
Danny Chambers. “With delivery-only menus, 
we can tap into cost efficiencies experienced 
from set-up and share ingredient supplies.”

Brand awareness

Since Phase Two (Heightened Alert) in May 
2021, The Digital Kitchen has seen additional 
30 per cent growth; and by tapping on the 
brand awareness created by virtual brands, 
Mr Chambers believes that there is potential 
to later launch physical outlets.

While solutions such as virtual brands may 
work for some F&B operators, others may 
need to take smaller steps. Last year, during 
the circuit breaker period, property giant Guo-
coLand recognised that the F&B tenants in its 
Guoco Tower property in the central business 
district were unprepared to tackle an online 
approach to food offerings, being tradition-
ally reliant on office footfall. Many of these 
tenants did not even have their own websites.

In response, GuocoLand quickly launched 
and funded GuocoFood, a food delivery plat-

form, where customers could mix and match 

food orders from the tower’s tenants. It also 

mobilised taxi drivers to coordinate delivery, 

softening the blow for F&B outlets that were 

hit when dine-in was banned.

“About 15 per cent of the net lettable area 

(in Guoco Tower) is retail; and of the retail 

trade, 70 per cent is made up of F&B tenants,” 

said Valerie Wong, general manager of asset 

management at GuocoLand.

The app, which generated over S$150,000 

in sales revenue generated across more than 

25 F&B business, was phased out in March this 

year as tenants developed their own websites 

and food delivery  platforms evolved to 

provide similar services, but GuocoLand has 

continued to support its F&B tenants with 

other initiatives in response to the changing 

landscape.

Randy Indulgence, an acai business, and 

Ah Lock & Co, which sells Hakka rice bowls, 

are two businesses that have benefited from 

promotion codes sponsored by GuocoLand 

and group buys coordinated by the corpora-

tion, which are more recent initiatives.

When the first Phase 2 (Heightened Alert) 

was announced in May, GuocoLand piloted 

promotion codes with a limited number of ten-

ants, providing discounts of at least 20 per 

cent to customers on their websites, funded 

by Guocoland.

Randy Indulgence’s director, Randy Vong, 

said that the sponsored promo codes proved 

tremendously popular and partially com-

pensated for the reduced business at the store 
due to both the ban on dining in and default 
WFH arrangements. With the current rollback 
to P2 (HA), the promo codes have been re-
launched and almost half were utilised within 
days, he shared. 

Similarly, Ah Lock and Co saw an 80 per 
cent increase in revenue from online orders in 
June as compared to May, even though its bot-
tom line for the quarter has been affected.

Although both eateries are available on de-
livery platforms such as Deliveroo, Food-
Panda and Grab Food, the owners learnt that 
website orders reach a different set of custom-
ers because there are no restrictions on deliv-
ery radius. The orders also often come in lar-
ger quantities.

Bulk orders

For example, Randy Indulgence mainly sees 
orders for individuals on delivery platforms, 
whereas orders on its websites are usually for 
three or four servings and likely go to famil-
ies. For Ah Lock & Co, marketing director Ab-
dul Wafi Solihin has observed several bulk or-
ders through its website by customers.

Group buys were another valuable re-
source that helped Guoco Tower’s F&B players 
make sales. To facilitate these, GuocoLand 
reached out to group buy communities that 
already existed on social media platforms 
such as Facebook, liaising with a single co-
ordinator who would make bulk purchases 
and take charge of the distribution of items, 
said Ms Wong. Order quantities were usually 
very large, at times even hitting 1,000 orders 
of an item, she added.

Ah Lock & Co is a regular participant in this 
initiative and has now cultivated good rela-
tionships with several group buy hosts and 
seen repeat orders. 

Mr Wafi said that the group buy hosts also 
get rewarded with items that GuocoLand 
would purchase from their tenants: “People 
might look at it and think these are just small 
things… but there are a lot of these small 
factors that have a big impact.” 
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Giving F&B a helping hand to go digital

Ah Lock and Co saw an 80 per cent increase in revenue from online orders in June 
compared to May, even though bottom line for the quarter was affected. 
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Deliveroo and  GuocoLand chip in  to  help  merchants  and tenants  reach  out  to  more  customers amid dine-in restrictions during pandemic.  BY ELYSIA TAN
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