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Introduction 

by Steve Carley, Board of Directors, Big 5 Sporting Goods and former CEO, Red Robin Gourmet Burgers  

I read, with great interest, the proceedings of this Industry Roundtable. This is an excellent discussion 

among a talented and diverse group of experts. They display a solid grasp of the issues, challenges, and 

budget realities of operating a restaurant and the related technology issues. With that, I would like to share a 

few observations. 

Customer experience and marketing efforts are appropriate focal points for AI investment. No surprise as 

they are typically management-driven, fun, and interesting. Such investments lend themselves to simple 

ROI calculations and are easy for investors to understand. Yet when one considers the cost structure of a 

typical restaurant, investing in below the line technology can also make sense. 

In a “typical” restaurant, food and labor run around 60 percent of sales (this food and labor ratio will vary by 

the type of restaurant, but typically not more than by 10 points). My point is that for a system to scale the 

cost and benefits of a technology, investments into savings in the food and labor category will dwarf those 

marginal returns that result from marketing investments.   

My other point correlates with the above, which is about labor costs.  As an industry, we have lost control of 

this major cost element as a plethora of government mandates at all levels (national to local) now drive this 

major cost category. Minimum wage targets and mandated annual increases are not based on economics or 

an understanding of the business model. This trend will only accelerate. With that, I suggest owners/

operators start to focus on AI and robotics aimed at removing labor costs from the restaurant. Dollars saved 

will yield the same pool of opportunity as the marketing budget (in the range of 1-6 percent depending on 

the business model) without any risk to demand generation. 

Absolute restaurant margins after all costs on a cash/GAAP basis are only 1 to 3 points (on average). Given 

this pressure on labor costs, the business model is on a ‘burning platform,’ with AI and robotics investments 

viable long-term solutions. 
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 Platt:  

Good afternoon and thank you for participating in today’s retail roundtable exploring AI Issues and Advances 

in the Restaurant and QSR Industry. I am pleased to have outstanding guests today. Most are on the Retail 

Analytics Council’s Retail Advisory Board, but we are also joined by one of our new friends from McKinsey, 

Grant Riewe. So, let us start with some introductions. Grant, please kick-off this discussion.   

Riewe: 

Thank you, Steven, it is a pleasure to be here. I am a Senior Digital Expert and Associate Partner with McKin-

sey. I am one of our leaders around artificial intelligence and automation. I am also a leader in our CRM prac-

tice for the Americas and our contact center technology practice globally. I have a lot of experience across 

sectors, but retail and QSR is near and dear to my heart. So, I am happy to be here today.  

Chaturvedi: 

Hi everyone. Currently, I am at Yum. Before that, I was at Google. And before that, I was an associate partner 

much like Grant at McKinsey. I am excited to be with you all. 

Allen: 

I am Zipporah Allen. You can call me Zip. Everybody does. I lead digital experiences at Taco Bell. I have 

been here for about a year and before that I was at Pizza Hut. So, five years with Yum. Prior to that, I was at 

McDonald's, so I have a very deep QSR experience. I am happy to be here. 

Mityas:  

Hi. Like Zip, I am a proud Kellogg grad and most recently served as the Chief Experience Officer at TGI Fri-

days with responsibility for anything that touches our guests. So, technology, digital marketing, culinary, and 

strategy. 

Platt: 

Thank you so much. And last, but certainly not least Mark Patton. Mark and I became friends when he was 

working at GameStop.   

Patton:  

Mark Patton here in Dallas. I am the CIO/CTO for Studio Movie Grill. We are a dine-in cinema chain, which is 

a fast-growing niche market in the cinema industry. Currently, we are going through a transformation during 

this close down period. We are trying to completely change the customer experience to reach the demands of 

our customers. Previously, I was with GameStop. I was the CTO and VP, of Enterprise Architecture, where 

we explored a lot of customer engagement from online to in-store. This is a new industry for me, the movie 

restaurant kind of combination, but not unfamiliar from a consumer demand focus.  

Platt: 

My name is Steven Keith Platt. I am the Research Director at the Retail Analytics Council, as well as a lectur-

er at Northwestern University, where I teach retail AI courses in our lab, which is where we also undertake a 

lot of work in robotics.  

With that, Sherif, what are some of the ways you are seeing AI being implemented in the restaurant/QSR 

space? 

Mityas:  

Thanks, Steven. So, we have been doing various AI projects over the last couple of years. They were initially 

focused on the guest-facing side and more recently on internal demands. On the guest-facing side, we spent 
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a lot of time trying to understand, from a customer journey perspective: what are some of the key levers that 

drive action on behalf of our guests? This was focused on understanding where they are in their customer 

journey, when they are thinking about a food and beverage occasion, and how do we influence that through-

out that journey to have them pick Friday's versus someplace else. We started with some very basic tests 

utilizing the data that we had. We brought in a small firm that helped us build these AI tools to create very 

personalized messages to entice an action. 

We started with something simple. For example, if I know that when a guest normally likes to order, we can 

send you a message at that time the following week. And let us suggest what you have ordered in the past 

and fill your basket. So if I know that Mary orders at 7 p.m. normally on a Thursday, and I know she's married 

and has two kids given her basket; the following Thursday, I can send her a very tailored message at 6:55 

p.m. (five minutes before I believe Mary is going to order something because Thursday nights might be soc-

cer nights). So, we used AI to look at the data, to help with some predictive analytics, and create the right 

content at the right time on the best message platform to reach ten thousand individual guests. 

And it works. We had 76 percent of those people order again, believe it or not. Just a crazy impact because 

the messages were highly personalized, highly relevant, and highly timely. We allowed the AI to serve as the 

tool from which we could learn. We dug deeper to see what other insights we could glean. For example, how 

else can it help to increase the check size or increase the number of visits from a frequency perspective? 

And so, from that first initial test, we have done a lot more with the tool to be able to create not just off-

premises dining actions, but also in the restaurant as well. That was before COVID-19 hit. But now it is also 

helping us get those people back to understand that we are open again with relevant and personalized mes-

sages and content that again, the AI tool helps create and send for our brand. This is the tool that creates 

these messages and sends them out at the right time and with the right content. That was on the guest-

facing side. Internally we created an AI tool for our restaurant managers; I like to think of it as an angel on 

their shoulder. So as everyone in the business knows, GMs and restaurant managers have a thousand 

things they have to worry about. And we were finding that instead of spending enough time on their important 

decisions, they were spending time on everything else and not on the most important things, such as inter-

acting with guests and our team members to ensure a great experience within the restaurants. We created, 

again, an AI tool that utilized all the data that was very location specific to help drive recommendations 

around labor scheduling, waste management, and fraud detection. 

With all the things that a general manager has to worry about, we wanted to help them with key data-driven 

decisions, basically telling them: "This is the right decision to make for your location based on all the data 

that is coming.” We took them from four hours to 30 minutes in their back office, which allowed the AI tool to 

make better decisions for that restaurant. So, we saw waste go down. We saw productivity go up. We even 

saw team member retention go up because managers were spending more time with their team members, 

instead of just letting them fend for themselves. 

We also found all kinds of peripheral benefits, as well, by just utilizing technology in a very interesting way. 

And we continue to drive that process and continue to make that better and easier. Not to replace the gen-

eral managers, but to make them better at what they do and to allow them to spend more time on the other 

important things that need human face-to-face engagement. For us, we are utilizing AI in different ways and 

we are big proponents of it. We will continue to find new ways to make it work. 

Platt:  

Sherif do you have an AI team? Do you use outside resources?  

Mityas:  

We are a restaurant chain, so we do not employ Northwestern data scientists. We partner with outside peo-

ple to do that. And I put together a couple of years ago a quarterly shark tank. I invite small groups, small 

companies just starting out, some that do not even yet even have Series A funding, to come and present to 
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my team about different technologies and ideas in terms of what they are thinking about doing in our space. 

And we will pilot with some of these outside companies. They are very small in certain cases, but we do that 

for several reasons. One, they create something custom for us. And with all respect to my colleagues on the 

phone, I get to use it before you do. And so that's part of the value of doing this with smaller companies ver-

sus the big Microsofts of the world. It helps us and we can contract out very new and innovative ideas from 

literally two guys in a garage that are smart, new, and sharp that allow us to try new things. 

Allen:  

Sherif, what kind of platforms and infrastructure did you need to get in place, particularly on the team mem-

bers' side of the equation? 

Mityas:  

One of the things we did first was we centralized all of our data. We did work with Microsoft and created our 

data lake around both the guest-facing side as well as the internal side so that all the disparate data ele-

ments and other source data would go into one spot. Then in our data stack, we use two other kinds of com-

panies, one on the guest-facing side that helps us from a CDP perspective connect the dots. And then we 

had another homegrown one that we had built for us on the team member side that collected everything in-

side the restaurant to help us make the right decisions on a location basis for our GMs.  

So, tips per server and hours and NPS scores when team members were working. All that data we are col-

lecting into one spot so that when we built the AI tools, they are all pulling from central repositories of con-

nected data. 

Allen:  

We are fairly nascent when it comes to our application of AI across our business. We have just done some 

fairly limited use cases on the consumer side and then a little bit on the team member and restaurant opera-

tions side of the equation. On the consumer side, we have done a lot of work, particularly as it relates to our 

media. And what we have done is we started to use the data to get specific on behavioral segments and tar-

gets, so that we are starting to get very precise about giving consumers the right message at the right time. 

Not necessarily on a one-to-one scale, but it is more focused on mass channels like television, et cetera, us-

ing the data to be able to unpack where that user base looks, where that user base is going to be, and where 

we can hit them with a message to trigger a visit to Taco Bell. 

That is probably the most that we have done on the consumer side, as we are in the process of building out 

our one-to-one and CRM. So we have what I like to call our baby CRM at the moment. We are actually on 

the cusp of knitting that data together to be able to get more precise on triggering on an individual's behavior 

and past behavior with us. That is on the consumer side. On the operations side, we have done a lot of work 

around speed and around really helping us leverage the data to hone in on specific restaurants and specific 

impacts of the total experience for the customer. There is a whole initiative on just zeroing in on those restau-

rants that are behind on speed in the drive-through, turnover, or overall satisfaction. 

What we are finding is that we can quickly diagnose where home office teams can go in and help a particular 

restaurant or particular franchise group of restaurants on service improvements.  So that's kind of like the two 

applications that we have so far, but I would say that we are pretty nascent in our application thus far. 

Platt:  

Thank you. So, Grant, Sherif was chatting a little bit about standing up systems. And I know you are a CS 

guy. Maybe you can share some insights on standing up data and the kinds of things you are working on in 

QSR from an AI perspective. 
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Riewe:  

Sure. The need to have some sort of structure in centralized data is paramount to be able to do anything 

right. Sherif already talked about that. The question is how much of that do you need to do to get your first 

use case out the door? So, this is not aggregate all of your data onto a central platform to be able to do any-

thing. This is taking a subset of data and aggregating it so that you can actually meet the needs of your use 

case and then build from there. 

That is the best practice, to be use case centric and not try to gather all of the data. I have several client or-

ganizations that have invested in data and analytics and they built out a huge data lake and they aggregated 

all their data into it. And then they say three years later, "Hey, we have spent a lot of money here and we 

have not seen any value." And it is because building the data lake became the task rather than meeting the 

use case. So, Zip, like you were talking about, honing in on a particular restaurant or store, and understand 

what is going on there and where you can engage for the good. That is the way to go. 

Now there are a ton of tools out there that you can build on. The hyperscale’s like Amazon, Google, Mi-

crosoft, and IBM to a certain extent provide a whole bunch of tools. And that is a great place to start. The 

question is which one does not matter for the early stage. I mean, there is a cost implication and there is a 

migration implication but getting aggregated data is great. Ultimately, you are going to be looking for a signifi-

cant amount of processing power, so you probably need to be on some sort of cloud versus an on-prem so-

lution. 

That has implications down the line as we start to think about enabling AI applications or true cognitive deci-

sion making at the restaurant. That store may not be connected sufficiently to have a cloud structure, to be 

able to bring that solution into that endpoint, less so in urban areas, more so in rural areas. So there needs to 

be some thinking, as I build out a solution, does a data platform make sense, and then how do I build out my 

decisioning or cognitive solutions? That might need to be some form of hybrid solution where I can bring an 

on-prem version of that decision engine to my more rural locations where I do not have sufficient connectivity 

to serve at that point. 

Platt:  

Thank you, Grant. Mark, you guys are a little smaller and I imagine that AI investments financially become a 

little more difficult. How is a smaller retailer or a restaurant chain, such as yours, looking at applications and 

meeting that challenge? 

Patton:  

You are right. I mean, given our size, we do not have a lot of resources to invest. Partners are the way of 

solving problems, primarily. We are not going to go build a development staff or deep data science, tech 

stack, or people, for that matter. But I think we have come from being very optimization oriented.   

Our thinking considers, “How do I need to be able to optimize my business?” And typically that means, “How 

can I help my operators or my customer be better at both their roles through technology advancement?” We 

are still trying to pull the foundation together. So to Grant's point, we are not waiting until we get it all togeth-

er, but it is a parallel track we are on of assembling all of our data in one place so we can start making these 

decisions, whether it be from a consumer standpoint, and I think as alluded to earlier, we think we need to 

help the customer plan their entertainment time. 

If we can get out in front of them at just the right time and say, "Hey, we know you normally come to a movie 

on a Friday night. We know you like seats in the middle, on the third row. We've got them reserved for you 

and here's a special deal on those wings you like to get.” With that level of personalization, you really can set 

it up for success without much effort. Not to mention, it then drives much more predictability in your attend-

ance, which is our biggest challenge. There are a lot of algorithms out there. There are partners we work with 

who try and predict what the movies are going to do gross-wise. But when you get down to a particular three 



9  

 

 
 
o'clock show of Star Wars: Rise of Skywalker and you want to know exactly how many people are going to 

come and then how many of those people are buying hamburgers versus chicken tenders, versus frozen 

margaritas, it adds a lot of complexity.  

That all lines up to help our operations side prep time. We have to be able to make our food in four minutes. 

Every entree on our menu can be made in four minutes. The sooner we know what we can predict, the soon-

er we can serve a thousand seats in an hour that we typically must do at peak times. There is an opportunity, 

from a consumer point of view, of trying to reduce the variability in that attendance prediction by trying to cu-

rate the outcome ourselves by giving guests the right promotion at the right time, making it easy with just one 

click - you just planned your Saturday night. Then there is an opportunity to assist our operations folks at the 

same time. Put that little angel on their shoulder and go, "Hey, you realize that you should probably go ahead 

and bring in those two extra servers tonight, right?”  

All those types of things that can help make decisions easier. I think of Alexa, the yellow ring that pops up 

every time it wants to give me a notification around the weather or my package is going to be delivered in the 

next hour. That is the kind of thing we need to deliver to our operators who, to Sherif’s point, they are not 

locked at the desk. We are highly connected, but they are not sitting watching a screen. They need to be 

told, "Bring those servers in," or, "Hey, switch these two movies from this big theater to that small theater, 

because you have a better optimization to make more money if you put this lesser-known title in the big thea-

ter."  

Platt:  

Nitin, what is on the AI menu at KFC? 

Chaturvedi:  

For us, put very simply, AI is one of those technologies that we want to bet on out of the multitude of technol-

ogies out there. No surprises there. Similar to what Zip said, we are relatively nascent and early-stage. For 

the most part I think we are going to go the partner route because we frankly do not have the talent to do 

this. We are trying a combination of partners and in-house. Let us see how it goes. But in terms of the pure 

tech itself, it is mostly going to come from outside the organization. In terms of some of the data science, it is 

being done inside. And then the last thing I would say, in terms of use cases, the ones that we are starting 

with are more of the customer-facing use cases and specifically at the drive-through because that's a big part 

of our business in the U.S. 

Unlike most on this panel, who are using it for micro-segmentation or one to one marketing, we are more fo-

cused on how we make the customer experience easy in the drive-through. The AI technologies we have 

looked at include everything from visual, to voice AI, to other forms of AI. To me, the most interesting one is 

the voice AI, so that is the one we were looking at further. 

Platt: 

Did you also want to ask one of the other panelists a question? 

Chaturvedi: 

I was going to ask Sherif because we share some of the same challenges. We are in a business where we 

are in 150 countries and any innovation we do has to scale across markets, otherwise, it ends up being sub-

scale. One: I do not know if you have dealt with that and how have you dealt with that. Two: in terms of in-

vestments, we all know this requires money from our franchisees. In terms of capability, are not even at the 

foundational levels right now, they're rolling out basic tech stacks, and things like that, so when someone is 

at that stage and doesn't have a lot of money, how do you get them to start investing in AI?  
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Mityas:  

We are about 850 restaurants, half in the U.S., half outside. We are around 65 percent franchised in the 

U.S., but 100 percent franchised internationally. One of the biggest things that we had to do upfront was to 

show the use case at corporate. We have the benefit of having corporate restaurants. The loyalty program 

and all the things that we did to get customer data and to use it, I had to create many use cases with the 

stores and the people that I controlled. And then I had a traveling roadshow of business cases. I then went 

and talked to my franchise owner partners and said, "Listen, we did this here. We spent this much. We got 

this return." 

It is no longer "I think," or flashy theoretical technology jabber. It is: "I did this, and I got that," and, to your 

point, they would not even take a meeting with me until I had that because they are all about dollars and 

cents. This is their investment and to be able to create that kind of groundswell this is something that you 

need to do because it impacts your business from a bottom line is when you start getting people’s attention. 

That is what I had to do. I had to go carpetbag traveling with my use cases around the world. 

Part of the issue that I am not sure if you all face is I have one technology stack, so to speak, in the U.S. I 

also have 50 outside the U.S. Part of when we were talking to different people was, to your point: how do you 

scale? How do you create the opportunity to work with different POS systems or different loyalty programs? 

The one in place in Korea is different from the one in the U.K., and it is different from the one in Lima, Peru. 

So we put a lot of stock, from a partnership perspective, around the integration of what was being built, 

whether it was APIs or other technologies that could connect to the different platforms that were already resi-

dent in each of these countries. 

And I still did the 80/20 rule, which is: you've got to be able to focus on the top countries and the top technol-

ogies that are being used in those countries versus trying to solve the global issue because it'll be impossi-

ble. There are just too many. So, I said these five countries make up 80 percent of my global footprint, let us 

make sure it works in these five countries. 

Platt:   

If I could just add something to that. I think people make a big mistake when they approach AI by trying to 

solve too many problems at once. Boil the ocean if you will. I suggest an approach that is aimed at solving a 

manageable size use case. For example, Sherif and I have talked about this, you can create a very simple 

model that does demand predictions for products to reduce waste. In the supermarket industry, waste in a 

bakery can run as high as 30 percent. Sherif, what was your waste factor?  

Mityas:   

Under 5 percent. 

Platt:   

Outstanding. Grant, do you have some additional thoughts? 

Riewe:   

Modularity is key. The other thing that binds us up sometimes, and Nitin, since you raised that, is voice.  A 

voice solution that works in the U.S. does not necessarily work outside of the U.S. Even if I get a good plat-

form that understands English well, say I am taking it to Asia, the Asian language set is dramatically different 

from the Anglican language set or Germanic language. It just does not have any pitch-based tonality to it, but 

Asian languages are pitch-based. The underlying technology needs to be different. Acceptance there is go-

ing to need some modularity in my technology. There are some areas, and maybe voice is one of those, 

where I need to think about the architecture of the solution as something that exists at a global level, “How 

am I going to engage with my customer?” Then the technologies need to be different. 
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Something else is foot traffic analysis, to see who might be engaging and coming into the store or the restau-

rant, that may not be so location-specific. So, there I can think about a platform, but I need to have a range of 

APIs that allow me to connect to the different technologies that I have in the different geographies. There are 

some different dimensions here of modularity that I need to consider. What I find to be most successful is 

what Sherif already outlined, which is: identify those big markets, go after solutions there, but maybe most 

importantly, prove that it works and there is value here. That is what gets the franchisees or other owners 

excited to invest and partner with you, but it has got to be specific to their scenario, otherwise they do not 

believe it. When selling to someone in Spain, an English-language voice solution is not compelling. 

Allen:   

Nitin, I agree with you that voice is compelling for a drive-through business. The challenge that we seem to 

be running into as we are starting to build out new capabilities is that you have a host of legacy technology 

that then needs to plug into all these new things. And so the pacing and sequencing of how you switch out 

some of the legacy platforms to be able to plug into these shiny new toys that you are investing in becomes 

and issue. I just love the Council's guidance on how you have managed through that because it is expensive 

and time-consuming. We are thinking about what is the technical debt that we are creating by hooking these 

two systems together when we know this system is going to have to be switched out. Yet, not wanting to wait 

because, especially on the consumer side of the business, you want to move at the pace of change. 

Platt:  

Mark, you also have some great technology experience from your time at a large global retailer GameStop. 

How do you address integrating legacy with new systems? 

Patton:  

I would say that it is really important to recognize the pace of change for various systems. Gartner calls it the 

Pace Layer Model. So if you are looking at a system that is not likely to change for ten years, then you are 

probably going to have to build that API layer over it so that you can interface with it from other layers that 

are going to change much faster, for instance, your innovation layers or your consumer-facing layers, instead 

of saying, "I'd like to go change out that ERP before we do all this stuff," because that will just anchor you to 

no movement at all. I do think it is important to relegate each of the systems into the natural pace of change. 

Those tend to be either long-term, meaning they are going to last more than five years, or even the third lay-

er being they do not last but 18 months, and they are essentially thrown away. Then there is a middle layer 

that comes in between. But I think you must recognize which one you are working with and whether it is rea-

sonable to think that another layer you might depend upon is going to change sooner than it will, realistically. 

So you have to go ahead and expend the energy to build, whether it be a shell around it, an API layer around 

it, or something and not waste time being barred down and making it perfect at every layer. 

Platt:   

Nitin, it is interesting that most people I talk to, their first plan of attack with AI is on marketing, which person-

ally always strikes me as interesting because if you have a 6 percent EBIT margin, for every $100, you're 

generating 6 cents. But when we start looking at things like waste reduction, we start looking at labor optimi-

zation and various AI technologies in the supply chain, that money drops right to the bottom line and is low 

hanging fruit. So, let me ask you about what I might call the viability around things like labor optimization, de-

mand prediction, and traceability; some of the more blocking and tackling a firm like yours confronts daily. 

Chaturvedi:   

I think the short answer is there is a lot of glitter. I agree with you. I think a lot of people start on the market-

ing side because that is where there is money. 
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Allen:   

100 percent agree. 

Chaturvedi:   

The labor side is not quite as hard, but I think, to your point, there is a lot of value there. To me, and maybe 

this is not the right way to think about it, I've always thought about whatever technology we get should not 

solve one use case, it should solve at least 10, 15 use cases—front of the house, back of the house, all of 

that. To me, that is independent of the use case you start with, whether it is marketing or team members. Ul-

timately, the real value is in whether it can scale to the other use cases. Otherwise, I will end up in the old 

system integrator world where you have 500 things that need to be integrated. So that is my view on it, but I 

agree with you, Steven. 

Mityas:   

I agree. Marketing is where the dollars are. It is sexier to talk about. It is easier to sell. No one likes to talk 

about waste. Everyone likes to talk about all this cool marketing stuff you can do with AI. That is where all the 

dollars flow and so you have to prove it there first as we did, and then you get some additional funding to do 

other things. But it is tough to come out of the gate with, “let's go fix waste.” 

Patton:   

Particularly given the fact that it means you admit there is a problem in your current processes, so someone 

has to take accountability for it, and no one wants to. 

Mityas:   

That is right. 

Chaturvedi:   

Related to what Zip was asking, we have a massive legacy tech. There is that and then you have all this 

growth in the market that is coming everyone wants to chase. When you only have limited people and mon-

ey, the question is, “Do you spend time unwinding legacy tech and then trying to replace it with the new tech, 

or do you spend time keeping the legacy tech, drive all these growth initiatives and then just try to find a way 

to plug in all the stuff?” Which, to Zip's point, increases the technical debt but that is where the impact is in 

the short term. I would love to know how you guys are thinking about this. 

Riewe:   

Well, this is more of a business decision because if you are going to build on top of the legacy tech and ac-

cept the fact that that takes longer, the customer trends are going to pass you by. If I wait to rebuild my in-

restaurant POS to an extent where it can interact with the voice-based technology, for example. Well, all my 

competitors now have voice technology solutions and they are last in the market, right? So, there is some 

more agility that is required at the enterprise level with technology decisions. But to me, it cannot be either-

or. It has to be somewhere on the spectrum. So, you choose those places where you have to solve it now. 

So back to the voice solution, "If I need to change my point of sales system, menu data, or inventory data so 

that system can consume it." I do that first. 

And I may not change any of my other inventory or ERP or CRM data. I just do that one thing that I need to 

do to create this engagement. But then I should also be focused on that voice solution, "Can I generate suffi-

cient value not just for right now in terms of additional revenue or cost takeout, but for the next three to five 

years, so that I can be thinking about building up a budget to do some of this technology remediation that I 

now need to do because I have unaddressed Legacy needs." The way that is starting to emerge is a two-

speed architecture, so the re-platforming of my legacy solutions is often less value-add than a re-imagining 
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and building something wholly new for this feature that may sound like it's more expensive. What it does is 

leaves the problems that you know you had behind. Rather than bringing them forward with you onto a new 

piece of technology. 

Now you have the potential to create new problems. So, you need to invest in and start thinking and design-

ing around what you are doing here. But I would say as much agility as you can bring to address what you 

have to address, to create the value that you need in the present, and then make sure that you are extremely 

rigorous around that business case so that you are building up some sort of a reserve or value to remediate 

those things that will only have an indirect value when you remediate. 

Platt:   

Zip, you seem interested in NLP. I am guessing at the drive-through?  

Allen:   

Putting it in the drive-through feels very risky, but putting it on the app on the consumer's dime, and not ours, 

that feels like it's a good way to start to understand whether or not the technology is going to work in the way 

that we hope it's going to work for the use cases that we want it to work for. That is kind of how I was thinking 

about managing around some of the legacy technology with the new stuff that we are trying to do. 

Riewe:   

Here is what I will say that is interesting about the conversational AI space concerning restaurants. First, you 

have some complexities that we do not see elsewhere. If you think about your Google home or your Alexa 

smart speaker, those are at open-ended interactions that it does okay with, which has a triggered interaction. 

So, there is an instruction: "Okay Google" to wake it up. So there needs to be some other sort of trigger for 

that interaction, so that is a solvable problem. We also do not have in the home environment the same sort of 

background noise that we might have in an external environment, like a drive-through. 

You also have weather impact, other car noise, garbage trucks backing up; you have all sorts of things hap-

pening on the street, which would impact the ability of the solution to hear what the customer might be say-

ing. So, it makes all the sense in the world to try and find a way to hone in on the interaction itself and then 

start to expand outward to deal with some of those additional factors. The app is a logical place to start. Be-

cause you remove some of that external noise, you have the opportunity to engage with the customer. You 

can offer up an experience, i.e., limited ordering is available via voice on the app. So, you limit customiza-

tions. It is a nice place to play. 

There are native iOS and Android tools for speech as well. So, you could do a quick link there, or you can go 

to a platform build-out. Another way to think about trying that out is inside. So, where you have a kiosk type 

interaction or could create a kiosk type interaction, inside the store or the restaurant, that is another oppor-

tunity. And you have some additional noise considerations, environmental considerations when you are in-

side to play with. But it is another way to try it. Further down the line, there are some additional challenges 

beyond the environmental and interaction ones. Language, for example, is not the least of them. But even in 

the U.S., let us say I ordered tea in Boston and I ordered a tea Atlanta, I am talking about two different prod-

ucts. I am talking about sweet tea and I am talking about hot tea. And so I have different customer expres-

sions to manage.  

We say the same thing about soda, pop, and Coke. And we've probably all seen those demographic maps 

around people's expressions. We are going to have a lot of those to handle as we think just about the U.S. 

as a set of regions. As we move internationally, we have to think about how customer expressions are very 

different. So, trying to build a solution with modalities that allow us or channels that allow us to eliminate 

some of those additional factors is absolutely the way to go. There is no way to get around trying it in the 

drive-through at some point, it is frequently the greatest source of revenue, and customers like that flexibility 
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and speed. We do not want to screw it up. So, the last thing that I would say about it is, there is an experien-

tial change when we introduce something like that in the drive-through, or we introduce that to any sort of 

phone or app interaction. 

And there is probably some customer training that needs to occur in the early stages of that interaction about 

what the solutions can or cannot do and its pace. And then, later on, we can try some additional things as 

customers become more adapted to the AI and beyond.  

Chaturvedi:   

The one thing I was going to add to what Grant and Zip were saying, and maybe there are different ways to 

approach a problem, but I want to stress test the technology with all the background noise to see if that tech-

nology works. Not at scale, but in terms of actually testing it, instead of testing it in a quiet environment for 

example. So, run the test in a noisy drive-through environment and see how it adapts.   

Platt:   

Interesting. Would anyone like to add anything to that before we move on? 

Allen:  

Not on voice, but I would love to hear from this group what are the technologies that you are looking at that 

relate to the improvement of the customer experience? What are the big bets that you are seeing in the mar-

ket beyond voice? 

Mityas:   

The growth in off-premises and delivery is important. And there are lots of things you can do from a technolo-

gy perspective. But we are spending a lot more time thinking about technology within the four walls. So how 

do we employ different things to make that experience unique and differentiated and better for both the team 

member and the guests? We are thinking about voice differently. So, imagine the hostess has an earpiece, 

and when you walk in, based on your phone number, the host just goes, "Welcome back Zip." And "Would 

you like your favorite Mai Tai again? I can have it waiting for you at the bar.”   

And so that level of personalization within the four walls becomes possible. Utilizing the data that we have 

about you making it cool, not creepy. And creating something very unique to the experience that you could 

have within a TGI FRIDAYS that you could not get anywhere else. So, our bartender may now know a little 

bit more about who is sitting around the bar, what drinks they like, and what flavor profiles they like—just little 

things that we have picked up based on who you are. Not to replace the bartender, but to make that interac-

tion richer. To make that interaction between the server and the guest better. And so, that is kind of where 

we are looking now in terms of different technologies, is how to utilize all this data we have. Not just to send 

personalized messages to a guest when they are outside the four walls, but to feed that to our team mem-

bers to create a better experience for them once they are within the four walls. 

Some other things can include interactive games. For example, I was testing a virtual bartender.  In this in-

stance, we know things about you and we create a menu just for you at the bar. A special drink that has nev-

er been made before. AI took all the different flavor profiles, all the different recipes for drinks, and you get a 

one of a kind drink. So again, a unique experience. Something very personalized, but within the four walls of 

the restaurant. Those are just the types of little things that we are looking at piloting. A lot of complexity when 

you start getting into that level of information flowing into someone's ear as they are trying to work, but that is 

the type of thing we are looking at today. 

Platt:   

Thank you. Mark, you have a distinct challenge because you are not only a restaurant, but you also run a 

movie business. Do you appeal to the moviegoer? Do you appeal to the food consumer? How do you think 

about applications and customer-facing AI investments? 
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Patton:   

That is exactly what is going on; we have a dual purpose. We must feed you a lot more than just popcorn 

and a Coke. Our menu is rather robust and satisfying for a general kind of casual dining restaurant. But if you 

forget the fact that someone is sitting there trying to get engrossed in a movie that they pay good money to 

watch, and you just present a bunch of distractions, then you completely take away from the value proposi-

tion of the business at the core. 

Our goal, and the pandemic has accelerated the demand to get there sooner, is how many things can I intro-

duce to the customer while preventing me from introducing more distractions or at least cut the existing dis-

tractions. It might be just mobile ordering instead of having a server come to you in the seat and taking your 

order.  

We are trying to reduce the number of distractions. And so, the more we can reduce the number of visits to 

their table, whether it be to order, or get a refill, or pay the tab, we achieve a better customer experience 

overall. And I say that is where our primary goal is because trying to merge casual dining with a movie-going 

experience is a lot harder than just going to a traditional auditorium of 300 seats, where you bring your pop-

corn in and sit down and you never get bothered. 

Platt:   

I visited a Studio Movie Grill with Mark in Dallas. 

I was impressed. The food was great. The store 

was nice. Moving on, the chart here was re-

leased by Grant’s firm, which puts out some ex-

cellent research by the way. It looked at the im-

pact of COVID-19 on restaurant sales by type.  

Zip, can you generally address how this has/will 

affect your business, please? 

Allen:  

I joke with my team that our three-year roadmap 

got shrunk down to three months. Just because, 

and there is that meme going around on which C

-level impacted your digital transformation, CEO, 

CTO, CIO COVID-19. We have accelerated our 

work. And I think some of the conversations that 

we have had is while the top line of the business 

is challenged based at this time, now is the time 

to invest. And if you look at even what happened 

in the last recession, because I do believe we 

are probably going to go into a recession. What 

happened during the last recession, those 

brands and businesses that invested in their ex-

perience weathered it a lot better. And we are kind of using that as our guiding principle on how we can 

move faster. 

Chaturvedi:    

The thing that does keep me up at night though is just given that our food tends to be a break from the rou-

tine. During COVID-19, we are sheltering and huddling and then looking for comfort. So that worked against 

us. And secondly, we were not as far along on our digital transformation as some of our competitors and sis-

ter brands. And so, when we look at our performance at the beginning of the crisis, we were just significantly 
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disadvantaged on those two fronts. We have made quite a bit of progress in the last three months and we 

have unlocked more funding to help us move faster through the end of the year. 

But I would say that we are looking at this as the next phase of making sure that our brand and our business 

stays relevant to how consumers want to shop us. But then to Sherif’s points, making sure that we are using 

this as a time to make some transformational changes in the way that our team members interact with our 

customers. That means how do we use AI to unload things that they do not need to be thinking about, but 

then also empower them with information about the customer that they are serving. Because I do think QSR 

is probably going to shift to a more service-driven model as a result of this. I think the consumer is going to 

demand it. 

Platt:  

That is interesting. If you do not mind, how is QSR going to shift in your view, Zip, to more service? I mean, 

QSR is convenient and quick, right? So, I cannot square those two. 

Allen:  

I think it is convenient and quick, but even if you look at Amazon it is not an obvious service-driven model. 

But I am a mom with two young kids, and I have a very high emotional connection to that business based on 

their ability to predict what I need and serve me up relevant suggestions. And so, I think that the consumer- 

coupled with who is winning in QSR right now, are those brands that are creating a more meaningful connec-

tion with their consumers, both through a digital interface and also with the team members. 

I think that especially in a time when consumers are going to be strapped and are going to think hard about 

where they are going to spend their dollars. They are going to spend their dollars not just at a brand where 

they can get good value for money and that is quick, but a brand that makes them feel good about shopping 

there and it makes them feel like they are known and valued as a customer. 

Platt:   

I admire the way you are thinking about your business. It is insightful.  

Chaturvedi:   

By the way Steven, I was just going to say, I kind of agree with what Zip said, that extends to most business-

es, not just QSR. I think there is probably an outcome of COVID-19 where the table stakes stuff around ease 

and cheap is necessary, but I think you need to be stronger. The need for trust and safety has gone up sig-

nificantly after COVID-19. 

Platt:   

Mark, is COVID-19 accelerating investments the way you think about moving forward? 

Patton:   

Absolutely. I mean, we have probably achieved more in the last three months since we have been closed. It 

is a paradox. I do not want to suggest that is the way we should run the business so we can get stuff done 

with technology, but that is the reality. We introduced take-out and delivery given that we have some food 

that may be worthy of that from a cinema. So we introduced that very quickly and we pivoted from mobile 

ordering in-seat to take out based ordering on our app that gave us enough learnings to reopen with kiosk-

based food and beverage and mobile-based food and beverage and all the things that the customer's going 

to feel comfortable with from a touchless environment as much as possible. 

If that perceived notion exists, we need to be able to give them the choice to conduct their experience the 

way they feel the safest. And I think that is what we are finding is the tipping point for consumers to return. Of 
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 the few cinemas that have reopened already, the resounding message is that the customer has to be on the 

right term with the way you are going to present your experience and the more control we can give them. 

And I think that is why in the last three months we have accelerated, exposing new options for them to inter-

face with our brand so that they can achieve that kind of self-service experience. 

Platt:   

Sherif, is the pace accelerating, staying the same, slowing down, or are you already where you need to be? 

Mityas:   

I think COVID-19 has done two things. One is it has refined our strategy. So, it is what was on our roadmap, I 

think to everyone's point, is it reaffirmed that these are the right things to work on and we need to do them 

faster, which is good. There is also a little bit about how do you take some of the things that you were work-

ing on that was on the roadmap, not just accelerate it but tailor it for what Zipp and Nitin and Mark said be-

fore, which is meeting this new consumer expectation. I mean, there are so many people I have talked to 

who before COVID-19 never ordered online and now find it is easy. Some people had never ordered grocer-

ies to be delivered. They tried it and found out that it was pretty easy and convenient. 

There is an expectation now on how you interact with brands. There is this expectation, to Mark's point, I do 

not need to talk to someone to order my burger when I am sitting in my movie theater. What COVID-19 did, 

in my opinion, is it stressed the need for things like safety, but I think the most it did was introduce more con-

sumers to the benefit of technology and how it can be a better experience and not be feared, ignored, or not 

trusted, but rather be embraced. I think that above all else, as brands start doing more with technology, it is 

going to work to our benefit because they will look to impact consumer expectations and acceptance. 

We can see it now. We kind of saw through the pandemic and I think it only helps the case as we talked 

about earlier (in terms of making the case to do these things faster, better, and cheaper). I think consumers 

will demand it now. The best thing you can ever do is something that consumers want versus what you think 

they want. And now consumers are telling you, I want this and so it is an easier sell internally.  

Platt:   

Grant, what are you seeing?  

Riewe:  

There is a lot of activity out there. Grocery stores are a great example. Whereas they were largely not digitiz-

ing their business and suddenly they were just crushed by demand and they just did not have anything in 

place to take digital orders. There were a few that were ahead of the curve and then you have providers like 

Instacart that are kind of a middleman, so to speak, but there have been huge demands. But what I think is 

true, which has been echoed here, is that there is a clear burning for a digital channel or multiple digital 

channels for customers. So, an app or a kiosk or some sort of engagement. What is less clear is how cus-

tomer behavior is going to change as the dust settles. 

A customer is happily engaging on their phone because it is something that they own and they understand. 

They do not necessarily feel the same way about person to person interaction in a restaurant. But that could 

be augmented by technology.  

There is a need then for not just one solution, but many solutions, and then there is a need for agility to be 

able to move where your customer base is headed. Sherif’s point about if the consumers want it, that is what 

you should probably do. The other thing that is very nascent for almost everyone is as we create new digital 

experiences, consider making them distinctive, embedding personas, and the experience of our respective 

brands into that experience, and that has not happened yet. Everybody's app by and large looks and feels 

the same. How do we then change that for our specific experience? Because that is, as Zipp was saying, 

customer-specific engagement on that experience that we are trying to create, but we have to be able to de-

liver. 
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 Working with Instacart to deliver the same app that they just delivered for your competitor, maybe not the 

way to go or the end state that you want. You must bring some of that forward here because largely every-

thing that we do is experience-based. There is the experience of the food and the experience of the environ-

ment, but now we must think about the digital experience as well. That is how we should think about our app 

development, website development, and conversational development as well as other physical changes that 

we make to our locations. 

Platt:   

Thank you. On to one of my favorite topics, robots. What about robot servers or robots in the back making 

sandwiches and tacos? I have seen robots that make omelets, coffee, and more. Is anyone interested in ro-

bots in restaurants?   

Mityas:   

I think it is going to be a niche for a very long time, at least in the restaurant space. There might be more in-

novation that makes sense operationally in the back of the house. But I think Grant has said most people that 

are going out still want to interact with people. There is still that contact that I think is relevant and having ro-

bots pull up and serve, I think of it as a photo op and it is interesting PR, but I don't see that being wide-

spread, at least in the front of the house. I have seen the robot that flips burgers in California. I have seen the 

ones that do the sushi rolls. It is out there, but until the cost becomes more reasonable and the operation 

consistent, from a preparation perspective, I think it is going to be a small niche type of endeavor.  

I think robots in grocery stores, retail, and venues such as stadiums or even airports--there is a lot of need 

and I think you are going to see more of that. I just personally do not see it being a huge force in restaurants 

for a while. 

Platt:   

Nitin, will you put robots in your stores? 

Chaturvedi:   

I think it has legs for narrow use cases like Sherif was saying about more back of the house. And I also think 

that a lot of what people think robots can do today will be done by other technologies. I would rather diversify 

my bets and make robotics one of the bets, but also kind of bet on everything else. And then whichever one 

takes off, just evolve with the customer. 

Platt:   

Zipp, you are very much customer-focused. What do you think about robots doing food prep? 

Allen:   

I tend to agree with Sherif and Nitin. I think it is probably going to be pretty limited use cases. They are more 

in the non-consumer facing parts of the experience. I feel like the human element is probably going to be 

strange for consumers. I could see it in some parts of the business that are either unpleasant for the team 

member, like frying chalupas, for example, and is not something you can normally see.   

Platt:   

Mark, you would probably love more robots just because of the cyclicality during the day of your business, 

and scheduling labor has got to just be a massive undertaking for you. Are we going to see robots in the 

movie theaters? 
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Patton: 

Well, I think you are right that some of the labor like running the food out would seem like the right place to 

put it and I think the capital expense, at least for our size, is probably prohibitive at this point. But what I 

found most interesting at the national restaurant show, no more than a year ago now, I believe the gentle-

man from McDonald's was sharing the consumer sentiment against robots and various aspects and making 

the food was the most averse. They did not want robots making their food, but they had a lot more ac-

ceptance of robots delivering their food, which I thought was a little bit inverse. I do believe that the robots 

are going to appear in the back of the house faster than they will appear in front of the house. Just from that 

consumer-facing experience, particularly in a brand like ours, that want hospitality, we are not quite sure 

what hospitality means with a robot talking with you yet. 

Platt:   

Grant, any parting thoughts on robots and restaurants? 

Riewe:   

I think it is interesting for specific use cases. Fryers? Maybe. Beverage production? Maybe. There are some 

theoretically positive considerations around quality control and then safety in the time of COVID-19. There 

are challenges particularly the one Sherif mentioned around the capital investment to develop the machinery, 

but also robots tend to be larger than the existing machinery. So, if we are dealing with a constraint footprint 

in the back of the house, introducing robotics into that scenario is very difficult. The last thing I would say is 

that if we use automotive manufacturing as our model for delicate tasks like making a taco, robots are not yet 

at that level. There are a lot of advances here, but there are still gross motor movements, not nimble motor 

movements. So, it is hard to see how taco assembly or sandwich assembly is in the near term. 

Platt:   

Thank you all for your participation today. Great insights.  


