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Restaurant Trends Report



Restaurant brands & technology suppliers  
are gearing up for a fast-paced 2020.

As the industry adapts to the rapid growth of digital ordering, artificial intelligence and  
other emerging technologies, you can’t afford to miss out on the following trends shaping the 
world around us, from automated voice-assistance in drive-thrus to more sustainable packaging 
design. 

We talked to nine restaurant technology experts from our vast ecosystem of industry insiders and 
internal thought leaders to comment on the trends that will impact restaurants the most in 2020. 
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“Demand for the drive thru segment of QSRs will continue to grow, forcing them to add lanes and innovate in the 
drive thru topography. Drive-thrus are here to stay, and although they may decrease slightly as delivery services 
pick up demand, the basic functionality will remain much the same for at least the next decade. There will be a 
number of growing strategic partnerships that will allow some of the smaller players to compete without major 
acquisitions. The market is rapidly changing, and all players will need to spend resources to stay relevant. But I 
don’t believe that means that they need to make the same moves that McDonald’s does. However, smaller play-
ers will need strategic partnerships to help them stay relevant.” 

-Keith Buys, Global Solutions Architect at PAR
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Figure 1 – Percent of Orders with Suggestions for 9 Different Menu Items (Source: 2016, 2017, 2018, 2019 QSR Magazine Drive-Thru Performance Studies)

As shown in Figure 1, the percentage of orders with suggested upsells is flat for most menu items. This presents  
a challenge for restaurants if they want to increase check averages at the drive-thru. 
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Drive-Thrus Lack Personalization

https://www.qsrmagazine.com/content/drive-thru-2016-suggestive-sell-type
https://www.qsrmagazine.com/content/drive-thru-2017-suggestive-sell-type
https://www.qsrmagazine.com/drive-thru/2018-drive-thru-study-suggestive-sells
https://www.qsrmagazine.com/drive-thru/suggestive-selling-drive-thru-more-art-science
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Drive-thrus are still the 
most popular way to order 
off-premises, with 92% of 

consumers using drive-thrus 
at least once a month,
compared to 79% using 

restaurant delivery & 53% 
using third-party delivery 

apps. 

As more consumers place 
drive-thru orders, the 
National Restaurant  

Association expects drive-
thrus to rival the  

customization allowed on 
apps. 

People are waiting in drive-thru lines longer than ever before, thus making innovation one of the top priorities 

for 2020. The average wait time for Burger King, Chick-fil-A, McDonald’s, & Taco Bell has increased from 

170.225 seconds in 2011 to 270.723 seconds in 2019. This 59% increase is due to several reasons, includ-

ing more complex menu items and more people choosing drive-thrus over in-store ordering.

Innovations like dual drive-thru lanes require other technological improvements to work, like headsets that 
have indicator lights for the second lane, and more companies are entering the restaurant industry to fill 

this gap. McDonald’s bought Dynamic Yield in 2019 to increase the scale of personalization, allowing for 

suggestions to appear on drive-thru menu boards that speed up the ordering process. According to 

the CEO of Dynamic Yield, customers not only expect brands to engage with them, they expect these 

experiences to become more personalized over time.

01According to King-Casey, a restaurant optimization firm, 
drive-thru Starbucks stores have 50% higher sales than 

café-only stores.

McDonald’s is a leader in digital menuboard adoption, with this technology in 
60.6% of locations. The nearest competitor has digital menus in only 22% of its 

restaurants. 

https://www.nrn.com/news/premise-orders-reach-about-60-foodservice-occasions
https://www.nrn.com/news/premise-orders-reach-about-60-foodservice-occasions
https://www.nrn.com/news/premise-orders-reach-about-60-foodservice-occasions
https://www.qsrmagazine.com/content/2011-drive-thru-study-average-service-time
https://www.qsrmagazine.com/drive-thru/fast-food-drive-thrus-got-20-seconds-slower-2019
https://www.partech.com/pos-hardware/drive-thru/
https://www.partech.com/pos-hardware/drive-thru/
https://www.partech.com/blog/from-overwhelmed-employees-to-outdated-equipment-5-reasons-your-qsrs-efficiency-suffers-at-the-drive-thru/
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In order to address this challenge, Dynamic Yield plans to make several innovations in 2020. Personalization APIs will integrate voice and POS channels to 
deliver a consistent experience, while Customer Profile APIs will combine the transactional data collected by a POS terminal or CRM system with data from 
other sources to build a more comprehensive snapshot of a customer’s individual behavior. This information will feed into a Customer Data Platform (CDP) to 
allow QSRs to view multichannel campaign data in a single place. 

According to ConverseNow, voice-enabled AI will allow employees to interact with customers at the drive-thru window rather than needing to greet them 
at the drive-thru speaker. Employees will be able to handle the cash register, ensure order accuracy, prepare food and deal with the overall high-pressure 
environment more easily thanks to AI-led assistance.

39% more consumers are using the drive-thru than last year, compared to 34% more using  
delivery and 29% more using takeout. 

01
As personalization becomes more important, voice-enabled AI will use customer data to improve the drive-thru 
experience. This will free up human employees to handle the cash register, ensure order accuracy, prepare food, 

and deal with the overall high-pressure environment more easily.

https://www.restaurant.org/Downloads/PDFs/Research/research_offpremises_201910


Artificial  
Intelligence 02



“As the capabilities of voice assistants continue to grow, customers will 
want to order food from their favorite restaurants directly from the  
convenience of their home. Restaurants will have to start thinking about 
these new channels in their digital strategy and prepare their hardware and 
software for this change in consumer behavior.” 

- Rahul Aggarwal, co-founder of ConverseNow 
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Voice-based artificial intelligence software is changing the way drive-thrus operate. This technology can now connect to the drive-thru’s audio stream and 
convert a customer’s order into data that employees can see on their screen. This allows workers to confirm they entered the order correctly and see menu 
recommendations based on the system’s digital order memory.  

Improving software for artificial intelligence-based systems is an iterative process, requiring extensive field testing so employees can correct errors in re-
al-time. Since menu combinations vary greatly, AI systems need to be tested in each location to get better at making recommendations & recognizing differ-
ent speech patterns throughout the US and the rest of the world. The more real-world scenarios the software experiences, the more it can adapt. Expanding 
the scale of artificially intelligent software deployment in 2020 will disrupt the day-to-day tasks of more employees as they help these systems improve.  

Technologies that focus on order taking will disrupt the day-to-day work of employees even further. Instead of correcting a machine’s orders if needed, 
employees will assist in preparing orders and allow a computerized voice to greet customers. This Alexa-like capability allows the software to take customers’ 
orders and even make recommendations based on order history, item popularity and time of day. 

There are 800,000 open positions in the fast food industry, presenting a challenge for 
restaurants as they spend more resources to hire employees. With turnover rates approaching 
150%, companies that use artificially intelligent systems to assist workers will deliver a more 
consistent service experience than those who need to constantly train new employees, opening 
the door for AI to improve the performance of QSRs’ remaining human workforce in several ways. 
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https://www.qsrmagazine.com/outside-insights/how-ai-can-solve-fast-food-labor-problems
https://www.qsrmagazine.com/outside-insights/how-ai-can-solve-fast-food-labor-problems
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Figure 2 – Percent of Orders With Menu Suggestions for 10 Different QSRs (Source: 2016, 2017, 2018, 2019 QSR Magazine Drive-Thru Performance Studies)
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Employee-Led Suggestive Selling is Stagnating

Dynamic suggestive selling is the way in which machines up-sell customers by suggesting popular items, thereby 
increasing check averages. As shown in Figure 2, the percent of orders with human-led suggestions has been rela-
tively flat since 2016 for many QSRs. AI-based ordering systems will change this trend and bring up-sell call outs to 

100%, since QSRs will no longer have to rely on employees to suggest add-ons. 

https://www.qsrmagazine.com/content/drive-thru-2016-suggestive-sell
https://www.qsrmagazine.com/content/drive-thru-2017-suggestive-sell
https://www.qsrmagazine.com/drive-thru/2018-drive-thru-study-suggestive-sells
https://www.qsrmagazine.com/drive-thru/suggestive-selling-drive-thru-more-art-science
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Figure 3 – The Annual Cost of Replacing Workers in the Food and Beverage Industry (based on an 81.9% turnover rate and $5864 average cost per employee; 
data sources: 1998, 2008, 2018 and 2028)

As Figure 3 shows, labor recruitment is getting more challenging, reflecting the changing nature of work in today’s increasingly automated society. More 
National Restaurant Association members are finding it difficult to hire the right workers, with the percentage of members who view recruitment as a main 
challenge increasing from 15% in 2015 to 37% in 2017. 

Companies like Chef Robotics are transforming back of house operations by automating tasks normally reserved for chefs, resulting in a 40% cost reduction. 
Robotics and artificial intelligence speed up food preparation and ensure proper portion control. They give restaurants more control over the information 
their kitchens generate, allowing for more cost-effective ways of paying for services. For instance, Chef Robotics only charges for the number of orders its 
robots create, which allows for restaurants to save money during down times compared to paying hourly workers to stand by and wait for orders to come 
through. It also saves managers time, since they no longer must adjust their labor schedules for difficult-to-predict peak times. 

Annual Cost to Replace Employees Will Rise In Coming Years

$20M

https://www.cnbc.com/2019/08/29/fast-food-restaurants-in-america-are-losing-100percent-of-workers-every-year.html
https://business.dailypay.com/blog/qsr-and-restaurant-turnover-rates
http://umsl.edu/services/govdocs/ooh20002001/122.htm
https://www.bls.gov/opub/mlr/cwc/beyond-bad-tipping-workplace-hazards-of-food-and-beverage-servers-2003-2008.pdf
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/food-preparation-and-serving/food-and-beverage-serving-and-related-workers.htm#tab-6
https://chefrobotics.ai/#about
https://chefrobotics.ai/#about
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“With efficiencies for the restaurants and enhanced guest experience, restaurants are going to continue to opti-
mize their operations for the new digital experience in store, from ‘second make lines’ to ‘digital only stores’. The 
industry is just beginning to understand the power of kiosks for QSR restaurants and 2020 will be a year of great 
strides in the space.” 

- Brandon Barton, CEO of Bite Kiosk
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As consumers’ dietary habits continue to get 
more diverse in 2020, personalized experienc-
es will become more important in attracting 
consumers who opt for “meatless Mondays” and 
similar trends. A new class of meat-conscious 
consumers is emerging, but fewer Americans are 
vegetarians than 20 years ago, with 6% consider-
ing themselves in this group in 1999 compared 
to 5% today. Because these meat-conscious con-
sumers are not necessarily vegetarians, restau-
rants will need advanced, time-based transaction 
data to identify them.

“In 2020, we will have some firm conclusions 
about how kiosks can help restaurants operate 
more efficiently. At Bite, we are already seeing 
this in our interactions with executives in the 
industry—people who told us in early 2019 that 
kiosk ordering would never be right for their 
brand are already reaching back out, curious 
about testing kiosks in their restaurants in the 
new year,” Barton said.

Companies like Bite Kiosk will allow restaurants 
to deliver these experiences as more consumers 
see the value of self-service. The adoption rate 
of kiosks is currently 37%, rising 20% since 2017. 
Bite provides seamless integration – which means 
that ordering, payments, reporting and analytics 
data automatically update between your kiosk 
and existing POS hardware. The interface is cus-
tomized for your restaurant’s unique menu, and 
up-sell algorithms increase check averages by as 
much as 16%.

Barton goes on to say, “at Bite we design the kiosk 
experience to enhance the consumer hospitality 
experience —we believe that kiosk implementa-
tion is most successful when kiosks do not place 
limitations on the guest as compared to the 
cashier. Kiosk ordering should not simply be a 
satisfactory alternative to ordering from a cashier, 
it should also capitalize on the expanded potential 
of the digital medium: at Bite, for example, we 
use a machine learning algorithm to offer person-
alized item recommendations to guests through-
out their ordering process.”

Picture a hungry 
customer walking into your 
QSR. The moment they ap-
proach one of your kiosks, 

facial recognition technology 
unlocks personalized content 
that appears on the screen. 

The customer then views their 
order history, redeems 

loyalty points, and sees what 
other offers are ready for 

them. 

2020 will be a year in which self-service compliments the work of human 
staff rather than replacing it, creating new opportunities to both automate 

and personalize the in-store experience. #16 03

https://news.gallup.com/poll/267074/percentage-americans-vegetarian.aspx
https://news.gallup.com/poll/267074/percentage-americans-vegetarian.aspx
https://news.gallup.com/poll/238328/snapshot-few-americans-vegetarian-vegan.aspx
http://tillster.com/press-news/2019/7/16/self-service-kiosk-index
http://tillster.com/press-news/2019/7/16/self-service-kiosk-index
https://www.partech.com/pos-hardware/everserv-kiosk/
https://getabite.co/
https://getabite.co/
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“Subscription models allow for better financial predictions because they help ensure consistent operational  
expenses and solid revenue growth for companies.” 

-Rahi Roshandel, VP of Hardware Engineering & Product Management at PAR 
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HaaS adoption is already more prevalent in the retail space than other industries, with 31% of retail businesses using HaaS and 7% planning to switch by 
2021. Companies are already starting to catch on for handheld devices specifically, with 12% of businesses that lease tablets planning to switch to a HaaS 
model in the same time period. Among businesses that currently ignore HaaS altogether, 56% say it is because they can maintain hardware on their own.

Hardware as a service (HaaS) will help more restaurants pay for hardware through their cash flow rather than taking on debt. HaaS allows for restaurants to 
subscribe to a service plan to stay up to date with the latest technology for POS terminals, printers, phones, tablets, and almost any other device they need. 
However, only half of the 48% of companies that lease hardware are HaaS customers. The other half are still in charge of maintaining the hardware they 
lease, showing the huge potential for HaaS to convert these customers as they learn about its cost efficiencies.

The popularity of Everything as a Service (EaaS) will continue to grow in 
2020. Cloud computing will drive this trend, with cloud-based services 

expected to increase from $227.8 billion in 2019 to $266.4 billion this year.

By the end of 2020, Software as a Service (SaaS) is expected to reach $236 billion, driven by the growth of  
cloud-based security solutions.

#19

https://www.spiceworks.com/marketing/state-of-haas/pdf-report/
https://www.gartner.com/en/newsroom/press-releases/2019-11-13-gartner-forecasts-worldwide-public-cloud-revenue-to-grow-17-percent-in-2020
https://www.cloudesire.com/trends-and-forecasts-in-the-saas-industry-everything-you-need-to-know/
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Less than 3% of consumers will wait longer than an hour for their delivery, and 31% said they would still choose delivery over takeout if they lived less than a 
half mile away from the restaurant.  “As off-premise ordering is increasing, restaurants are facing unique challenges that require them to increase the speed 
of service and close the order faster while still trying to increase check size,” said Vinay Shukla from ConverseNow.

Chipotle is getting ready for the continuation of this delivery boom by redesigning its stores. With digital ordering reaching $1 billion for the fast-casual 
chain, there will be more shelves in the pickup area, allowing third-party delivery drivers easy access. Starbucks will go nationwide with third-party delivery 
in 2020 after a failed launch in 2015. At just $2.49, the fee will be 58% lower than 5 years ago to make the service more palatable for consumers who want to 
buy a single drink. 

With the launch of AnyWare in August 2015, Domino’s was one of the first restaurants to offer ordering from virtually any consumer device – including smart 
home speakers, chat services, text messages, Twitter, car infotainment systems, smart TVs, smart watches, & apps. 

According to DoorDash, there are 15% more restaurants per capita now 
than 18 years ago, which is especially surprising considering 80% of 

restaurants do not last more than 4 years.

There are 168 delivery and takeout skills listed on Amazon, since more restaurants are willing to offer delivery 
through third party services to take advantage of their rapidly growing user base even if they take as much as 30% 

of the total check. 

#21 05

https://www.usfoods.com/our-services/business-trends/2019-food-delivery-statistics.html
https://www.usfoods.com/our-services/business-trends/2019-food-delivery-statistics.html
https://www.usfoods.com/our-services/business-trends/2019-food-delivery-statistics.html
https://thespoon.tech/chipotle-unveils-a-new-restaurant-design-to-support-delivery-digital-ordering/
https://www.theverge.com/2019/7/23/20707602/starbucks-delivery-uber-eats-expansion-us-2020
https://www.theverge.com/2019/7/23/20707602/starbucks-delivery-uber-eats-expansion-us-2020
https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/dominos-newest-tv-campaign-celebrates-the-convenience-of-ordering-from-anyware-300129296.html
https://get.doordash.com/more-business-less-effort
https://get.doordash.com/more-business-less-effort
https://www.getorderly.com/blog/high-restaurant-failure-rate
https://www.getorderly.com/blog/high-restaurant-failure-rate
https://www.amazon.com/Alexa-Skills-Food-Delivery-Takeout/b?ie=UTF8&node=14284824011
https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/dominos-newest-tv-campaign-celebrates-the-convenience-of-ordering-from-anyware-300129296.html
https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/dominos-newest-tv-campaign-celebrates-the-convenience-of-ordering-from-anyware-300129296.html
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“As consumers continue to factor environmental impact into their everyday choices, restaurants will certainly feel 
that trickle down into their operations and be forced to take a look into their own sustainability practices.”

- Mandi Wooledge, VP of Accounts at Decision Logic
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2020 is the target year for 
different energy saving goals 
set by QSRs and fast-casual 

chains. 

Considering QSRs can use 
10 times more energy per 

square foot than other busi-
nesses, the cost savings can 

be immense.

In fact, the EPA estimates that 
a 20% reduction in energy 
consumption can increase 

profit by 33%. 

“Consumers are increasingly seeking out companies that work to reduce not just their waste, but their 
waste’s negative impact on the environment. Consumers also feel more inclined to purchase products 
that come in environmentally friendly packaging and order menu items with ingredients that cause less 
environmental harm. By committing to using Eco-friendly packaging in their businesses, restaurateurs 
are improving their brand’s image and sustainability. ‘Going green’ is a trend that’s not going away 
anytime soon, and consumers are searching for environmentally friendly, sustainable, brands they can 
champion for operating consciously,” Wooledge said.

More cities will ban plastic materials in 2020, forcing QSRs to rethink their packaging. Starbucks will 
stop using plastic straws, a move it has already prepared for by using open lids for cold drinks. McDon-
ald’s plans to save 1,200 metric tons of plastic annually by using paper for some of its dessert packag-
ing in Europe, strawless fiber lids in France, reusable cups in Germany and paper straws in the UK. San 
Francisco will ban non-compostable containers and wrapping material after stopping the use of plastic 
straws and takeout containers the previous year, and Santa Monica will ban plastic cups and lids.

With average QSRs producing a ton of trash per week, more brands are seeing the benefit of landfill 
diversion in 2020, which means they are recycling or composting more of the waste they would normal-
ly send to landfills. Chipotle expects to divert half of its waste from landfills this year, while McDon-
ald’s will source 100% of its paper packaging from material that is either recycled or from non-defor-
ested land. By 2025, McDonald’s plans to get all its packaging, not just paper products, from renewable 
sources.

This year marks the culmination of Arby’s promise to decrease energy 
consumption at its corporate-owned stores by 20%, which will make 3.1 
million square feet of space, or 55 football fields, more energy efficient.

#24 06

https://www.energystar.gov/buildings/facility-owners-and-managers/small-biz/restaurants
https://www.energystar.gov/buildings/facility-owners-and-managers/small-biz/restaurants
https://www.sunset.com/home-garden/green-living/straw-ban-info-guide/
https://www.sunset.com/home-garden/green-living/straw-ban-info-guide/
https://corporate.mcdonalds.com/corpmcd/scale-for-good/packaging-and-recycling.html
https://www.questrmg.com/2019/03/20/what-restaurant-sustainability-looks-like-in-2019/
https://www.qsrmagazine.com/sustainability/chipotle-sets-bold-waste-reduction-goals
https://hospitalitytech.com/new-kitchen-equipment-leads-more-1m-savings-year-arbys
https://hospitalitytech.com/new-kitchen-equipment-leads-more-1m-savings-year-arbys
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“Technology can help restaurants be more sustainable in many ways,” Wooledge said. “Kiosks, tablets, and KDS screens will help reduce the amount of paper 
being used by eliminating the need for a printed guest check, printed tickets for kitchen orders, and the option to email a receipt when a guest cashes out, 
which will greatly reduce paper waste. Online scheduling platforms eliminate the need to post paper schedules on the wall. Mobile-friendly apps will allow 
staff to view their schedule, request shift changes, change their availability, and request time off from their laptop or smartphone, eliminating the need to 
print off their schedules. Inventory management software will help maximize the amount of ingredients going onto plates rather than landfills. A back-office 
inventory tracking system that has predictive analytics is a valuable tool when making purchasing decisions due to its inherent nature to increase efficiency.”
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“WOW” Factor 
Foods &

Limited-Time-Offers
07



“As Data Analytics technology evolves away from the perceived luxury add to a required operating standard, 
brands will have access to the level of detail that illuminates a more accurate expectation by trade area for LTO 
and Trend performance to ensure the “Wow-Factor” doesn’t come by surprise, but by strategic placement.”

- Ward Olgreen, COO of Marketing Vitals 
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According to Olgreen, data collection methods will continue to improve in 2020 to influence the types of Limited Time Offers (LTOs) restaurants will develop. 
Marketing Vitals started five years ago to help restaurants identify opportunities using analytics software that combines data from different locations. The 
company noticed that customer data ended up in different silos and sought to make a way to report all of this information in one place, allowing for restau-
rants to track the success of their LTOs more effectively.

Data collection allows restaurants to track regional variations in consumer taste and modify LTOs accordingly, helping them avoid a “one-size-fits-all ap-
proach” during national roll-outs. “Anticipating equal response across all markets can no longer thrive in a marketing plan. Being able to predict results 
through identifying guest palate preference by region down to an individual restaurant helps to properly anticipate, plan and execute campaigns” added 
Olgreen. Changing the menu can be risky, especially if new items cannibalize traditional offerings. According to Olgreen, restaurants need to use data to 
model the effect of an LTO before it debuts, including positive and negative reactions, for each region they target. This will help them avoid running out of the 
item or having excess inventory. Olgreen said, “The “Wow-Factor” should travel from marketing to operations to frequency to menu evolution, all highlighted 
by profit-positive menu mix realignment. Negative menu cannibalization magnified by product success can actually drive total profit down the more popu-
lar that product becomes.” Data analytics can help companies understand why one of their products worked, and why another flopped. It can also identify 
correlations between orders to make future product launches more successful. 

Olgreen said, “Chasing the ‘Wow in Trends’ without using data to predict the impact on bottom-line can be unhealthy. Using your data to simulate impact 
can save thousands if not millions of dollars across a brand. LTOs often fail to realize their potential because the brand did not accurately anticipate consumer 
reaction; positive and negative (by trade area). You either lost by running out of product or had excess investment in inventory that sat 
for months. Using technology and data to right-size local anticipation can help evolve the ‘Wow’ from a first-time trial into the ‘Wow’ 
of guest satisfaction and increased frequency.”

Limited-time offers (LTOs) capitalize on urgency, highlighting the short-term availability of a food 
item to encourage impulsive purchases.
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Marketing Vitals uses a 4-stage learning cycle to 
help restaurants increase the effectiveness of 
LTOs. 

The Discover stage tracks customer behavior and 
team performance to guide marketing campaigns, 
while the Predict stage estimates how marketing, 
menu mix, pricing and promotions will affect 
future sales. In the Act stage, restaurants imple-
ment recommendations generated from analysis 
of guests’ historical behavior patterns. Finally, 
the Earn stage combines data from different silos 
to provide a comprehensive view of a marketing 
campaign’s success or failure. 

Data collection in each stage is crucial—even 
for successful campaigns that do not need to be 
reworked or improved. 

As Olgreen puts it, “Finally having the data and 
analytics to detect the WHY behind success, along 
with how it can be improved is crucial to building 
brand growth. Too often we accept success with-
out further questioning why? We’re just happy it 
was positive. That new level of data can ensure 
each event’s sequel expands on the positives of a 
campaign or event while shoring up the negatives 
resulting in a significant net gain.” 

“Tracking the individual 
consumer behavior prior to a 
new item roll-out, enhanced 
with how someone evolved 
their purchasing patterns as 
a byproduct of that event, 
helps to accurately predict 

results.”
- Ward Olgreen, Marketing Vitals COO

According to Hick’s Law, people take longer to 
make decisions when they are confronted with 
more choices, leading for some user experience 
(UX) designers to reduce the amount of data in 
a system rather than display it more efficient-
ly. In order to avoid information overload, UX 
designers are implementing solutions that work 
with humans’ innate ability to ignore irrelevant 
information. 

“End of day, as a human we can only process so 
much data,” Olgreen said. “Analytics of all data 
ensures every guest is equally represented, not 
just the ones that squeal because something 
didn’t go their way. Going from setting Par-levels 
and inventory management to tracking data to 
predicting future results is setting our industry 
apart. In a perishable world, the brand that uses 
technology and data wins on every front. But that 
shelf life is shorter than you think. For brands to 
prosper, each must identify and commit to their 
‘single source of truth in data’ and act on it. Use 
that as your basis of smarter decision-making and 
the ‘Wow’ will go from product driven to brand 
realization.” 
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https://lawsofux.com/hicks-law


LTOs have the potential to attract consumers from different demographics that are not a restaurant’s target market. 

When McDonald’s came out with the McRib in 1981, it only lasted for four years before it was removed from the menu, only to be brought back almost 
every year to the delight of both customers and the media. Before Starbucks launched the pumpkin spice latte in 2003, they set up a research and develop-
ment team led by Peter Dukes, Starbucks’ director of espresso at the time, to create the next hit fall drink. What these two products have in common is their 
longevity, and the uncertainty that followed their debuts.

LTOs like the McRib at McDonald’s and the Pumpkin Spice latte at Starbucks are well-known for 
creating cult followings. 

 

No one at either company could have anticipated their status as fan favorites, showing the importance of LTOs in 
generating unexpected, asymmetric returns for restaurants looking to innovate without changing core offerings.
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https://www.chicagomag.com/Chicago-Magazine/The-312/October-2011/The-Invention-of-the-McRib-and-Why-It-Disappears-from-McDonalds/
https://stories.starbucks.com/stories/2014/starbucks-first-pumpkin-spice-latte/
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In 2020, more people will use social media to make purchasing decisions than ever before as 
restaurants leverage big data to gain more detailed insights into their customers. 

Since 2015, the percentage of consumers who rely on posts, comments, shares and other online product recommendations from their friends to decide what 
they want to buy has increased over 33%. This has gotten the attention of social media platforms and restaurant brands alike, which will continue to make 
ordering as frictionless as possible in 2020.  

The growth of intelligent restaurants will allow brands to provide personalized customer service without needing to hire more employees. As consumers get 
used to asking their Google Home or Alexa assistants for help with recipes at home and various other tasks, Shukla from ConverseNow states that “restau-
rants will use customer service assistants as both a connective marketing tool and a functional building block that will serve as a personal assistant and 
gatekeeper between brand and consumer.” 

Thanks to chat technology assisted by artificial intelligence, ordering a Domino’s pizza is now as easy as messaging the company on Facebook. AI-influenced 
chat also improves responsiveness, as brands no longer need to have a full support team to get notified about every single issue.

With the technology available today, customers who use words like “frustrated” or “angry” can theoretically 
trigger an alert in the chat system that notifies management of an emergency, prompting a response from a live 

person to increase overall satisfaction scores.  

https://www.businessinsider.com/social-commerce-report
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Restaurants can use this metric to guide their spending on customer acquisition and operations and 
combine it with other data to build customer data platforms (CDPs) and unified customer profiles 
(UCPs).  

CDPs integrate customer information from different sources, including POS terminals, CRM systems, 
online surveys and forms, social media pages, and orders on third party apps, into a central platform.  

UCPs contain information on customers’ location, mobile devices, website browsing behavior, loyalty 
card numbers, and contact information to provide a comprehensive snapshot of an individual customer.

A Forrester survey found that 89% of businesses already have CDPs, but only 11% use the information 
they collect to build UCPs - presenting a challenge for AI systems that need this data to guide their menu 
recommendations and other aspects of customer interaction.
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More restaurants will 
factor customer lifetime 

value (CLV) into their 
customer experience 

programs to gain more 
insights on their target 
markets. CLV uses the 
average check size per 

person, number of visits 
per year and typical par-

ty size to estimate the 
total amount of money 
a restaurant will receive 

from a customer over 
their lifetime.

Advancements in software integrations will continue to address the lack 
of unified customer profile creation, providing a “single source of truth” to 

simplify restaurant operators’ data collection efforts. 

https://www.oracle.com/a/ocom/resources/forrester-getting-customer-data-management-right.pdf
https://www.partech.com/integration-partners/
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“By selecting a POS company that is open and fast, you allow for best of breed integration partners to pull the necessary data points needed to tell an 
accurate story. By combining these data points, you can properly forecast for the appropriate amount of staff that you need, accurately account for 
overtime, tip pooling, and keep track of potential compliance violations that are costly to the employer.”

-Donald Lescault, Director of Partner Development at Push Operations
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 “Restaurant technology 
companies can aid in  

maximizing labor  
efficiencies by automation. 
The more an operator can 

automate the labor  
management process, the 

easier it will become to 
remove inefficiencies in the 

business.”
- Donald Lescault, Push Operations

Some restaurants are installing motion sensors that track how long customers stay and which tables 
they use, making it easier for employees to see which tables to clean. This frees employees and manag-
ers of the need to constantly monitor customer traffic, allowing them to either start or delegate front of 
house (FOH) tasks the moment they are necessary while focusing on back of house (BOH) work in the 
meantime.

Restaurants are even using motion sensors to change their store layouts, adding tables to higher-traf-
fic sections and increasing the number of chairs per table. Sound sensors identify the loudest parts of 
the dining area, allowing managers to move noisy equipment that impedes employees’ ability to hear 
orders. Temperature and light sensors can identify hotspots during different hours of operation, taking 
the guesswork out of making trash runs.
Since different kinds of data feed into the point of sale (POS) system from these sensors, restaurants 
need to improve their analytics capabilities to know which actions to take. “In order to do this,” Lescault 
said, “their technology stack has to communicate with one another, either through APIs or integration 
services. Automation that is fully integrated also allows for the operators to focus more time on their 
customer engagement to drive business goals higher.”   

Motion sensors that track how long customers will stand in line before walking out still require manag-
ers to interpret this information. For instance, they need to determine how many employees to add to 
the front of house order taking or prep stations in order to prevent the elevated wait times that lead to 
walk-outs in the first place. Artificial intelligence will clear up the guesswork by giving managers access 
to historical data so they face less risk of being over- or under-staffed.  
When asked about how FOH and BOH work will change in the next decade, Lescault said, “a QSR’s FOH 
will change through mobile ordering, kiosk, mobile payments. Some will even go to the extent of ready 
made pickups like you see with Little Caesars”.
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https://www.nrn.com/technology/cava-grill-uses-electronic-sensors-ease-operations
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In 2020, the dining expe-
rience will continue to get 
more personalized, with 

79% of consumers wanting 
to see menu recommenda-
tions based on their order 

history. 

Millennials’ spending power 
is expected to reach $1.4 

trillion by the end of 2020, 
up from $200 billion in 2017, 

so the dietary preferences 
of this generation will take 
a more central role in shap-
ing the additional revenue 
restaurants can capture.

10

According to Donald Lescault from Push Operations, “Fast casual will adopt similar technologies to 
QSRs, but instead of a server, you may just have a food runner who delivers your order that was placed 
through a mobile device or table side tablet. Fine dining will automate that payment process through 
mobile or table side devices. All of these categories will see a reduction in work if they apply the proper 
restaurant tech to their business.”  

Millennials use their smartphones to make reservations, making mobile-friendly reservation software 
that can take advantage of the data they generate a necessity. Restaurants use electronic reservation 
books (ERBs) to manage reservations on a single platform, allowing them to maximize revenue while 
avoiding overbooking. The more reservations restaurants can fit into a given day, the more personal-
ized experiences they can offer – showing the value of analyzing the right data to get a more accurate 
snapshot of their customers. QSR Automations’ DineTime software works with loyalty programs to 
track birthdays, anniversaries and favorite entrees, making it easier for restaurants to understand the 
purpose behind each reservation so they can plan for the right experience, such as preparing a free 
cake and candles to the party that books a reservation for someone’s birthday the same time each year.  

Consider the following scenario:  
The minute your family sits down for breakfast at Denny’s, the table lights up and presents several 
scrollable limited-time pancake offerings. As you swipe through the other menu options, a video of a 
higher-margin ultimate pancake breakfast starts playing on the table by your place setting. After you or-
der, the table turns into a game screen for the kids to play Fortnite, with a sidebar in each place setting 
counting down the time until you get your order and displaying some last-minute suggestions like toast 
and orange juice in case you wanted to add them to your meal.  

Future advancements in digital tables like the example above will make it 
even easier for restaurants to personalize the guest experience. 

https://www.restaurantdive.com/news/diners-want-personalized-on-demand-service-report-finds/557636/
https://www.restaurantdive.com/news/diners-want-personalized-on-demand-service-report-finds/557636/
https://www.restaurantdive.com/news/diners-want-personalized-on-demand-service-report-finds/557636/
https://www.restaurantdive.com/news/diners-want-personalized-on-demand-service-report-finds/557636/
https://www.lexingtonlaw.com/blog/credit-cards/millennial-spending-habits.html
https://www.lexingtonlaw.com/blog/credit-cards/millennial-spending-habits.html
https://www.qsrautomations.com/products/dinetime/
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With 40% of Americans switching to plant-based foods for more meals, having touchscreens on restaurant tables to reinforce such offerings can encourage 
more health-conscious consumers to try new menu items they may not normally consider. This also frees up servers, since consumers can get information 
about new menu items from their table side devices rather than needing to inquire about them before they order.

“It’s likely going to be driven around choice and flexibility,” said Sterling Douglass, CEO of Chowly, a third-party delivery solutions provider, when asked about 
changes to table service. “Tabletop tablets are not that new of an innovation. I can remember using some of the earlier versions when I was in high school. 
It’s going to be more of an engagement-based challenge. Are customers more willing to take on tasks via their mobile or existing hardware at the table? Is it a 
simple QR code that brings them to a mobile site to complete the order? Or is their preference to interact with the tablet in front of them?”

As off-premises dining takes up a greater share of consumers’ budgets, table service restaurants will need to find more ways to entice consumers to dine in.  
When Applebee’s launched table side tablets in 2013,  it focused on allowing consumers to pay any time they want and view menu items, but still allowed 
servers to take orders. One way to keep guests at the table, rather than losing them to curbside pickup or other means of ordering, is to focus on alcohol 
offerings. Applebee’s for instance, saw same-store sales go from negative to positive after starting its Neighborhood Drink promotion three years ago. This 
is a part of the full service restaurant’s initiative to match what Domino’s is doing with technology and have a “tech turnaround” by 2022. Table side tablets 
allow customers to immediately see current offerings like Malibu Dollarmama drinks – meaning servers won’t forget to mention them, and customers are less 
likely to overlook Applebee’s current dine-in only promotions when they choose to sit down at the restaurant rather than ordering through digital channels.  

Plant-based foods entered the mainstream last year with Burger King’s launch of the Impossible 
Whopper – presenting a challenge for table service restaurants as more QSRs cater to the tastes 

of flexitarians, or consumers who eat a mostly vegetarian diet but have meat on occasion. 
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https://www.fsrmagazine.com/slideshows/full-service-restaurant-trends-live-2019
https://www.usatoday.com/story/money/business/2013/12/02/applebees-tablets-table-top-devices-restaurant-technology/3698561/
https://table.skift.com/2019/03/19/applebees-and-ihop-plot-an-inspired-tech-turnaround-by-2022/


2020 will be a year of effective data management across all technology platforms a restaurant uses.  
Below, you’ll find a summary of each trend with the types of information restaurants are collecting 

and analyzing in bold. 

In Summary...

Through testing in various drive-thrus around the world, AI software is just beginning to capture the vast amounts of data needed to assist employees and improve 
the customer experience.  
Artificial intelligence allows restaurants to use historical data to bring upsell callouts to 100% at least in the testing phase as they deploy the latest iterations of 
order assistance software.  
Self-serve digital kiosks are starting to use machine learning algorithms that collect customer data to improve the ordering experience over traditional cashiers. 
EaaS is used by more restaurants now than ever before, giving them access to technology that is always up to date and stores valuable data in the cloud.  
Delivery will continue to grow in popularity as more consumers use digital ordering platforms, shaping the way restaurants are designed in order to improve service 
times and increase check averages.  
Sustainability is a key initiative for many restaurants in 2020, with more restaurants vowing to reduce their energy consumption and switch to environmentally 
friendly packaging. 
LTOs benefit from more robust data collection methods that allow for personalized recommendations based on consumers’ historical ordering patterns. 
Customer service will improve as more restaurants use data to build unified customer profiles.
Technologies for maximizing labor efficiencies are transforming front and back of house operations, allowing restaurants to make staffing decisions based on sen-
sors that collect data on customer traffic.  
Digital tables and reservation managers will benefit from collecting information on everything from birthdays to favorite dishes to provide unforgettable experienc-
es to guests.  
Lastly, table service innovations empower guests to learn about new menu items and pay their bill without waiting for a server, allowing restaurants to store cus-
tomer preferences in order to make the dine-in experience rival the convenience of QSRs and off-premises ordering.  
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