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QUICK VERDICT

The headline finding of this analysis: 89% of consumers read the operator's replies to
reviews, not just the reviews themselves, according to BrightLocal (Local Consumer
Review Survey 2025), and 83% use Google as their main reader of that conversation
(BrightLocal, 2025). In cash terms, the reply you never write is persuasion inventory
wasted at the exact point in the sales funnel where the guest has already decided to
eat out and is only choosing where. Before you spend another dollar on acquisition, fix
the reply.
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A 120-cover restaurant inside a Bogota mall held 4.4 stars, 610 reviews and a manager convinced the problem

was thin ad spend. The real problem sat elsewhere: 71 unanswered reviews, the oldest fourteen months back,
and a Google listing that had gone a year without a fresh photo. Since 83% of consumers use Google to read

reviews (BrightLocal, 2025), the storefront where that restaurant was invisible was never Instagram — it was the

one place its guest was already searching.

What follows is an EXPERT SYNTHESIS of public sector data published between 2024 and 2026 —
BrightLocal, Lightspeed, Bain & Company, Emplifi, Restroworks, Businessdasher, Sakari — read with a senior

consultant's judgment and organized by operating segment. This is not primary research: Masterestaurant did

not field a sample or audit a panel to produce these numbers. What Diego F. Parra and the team contribute is
the READING: which decision each figure triggers when you run one location, three, or twenty-eight.

One distinction organizes everything else. Review volume and response speed measure different things and are

bought with different budgets. Volume tracks how many guests walk through your door and whether anyone
asks them for the review; speed tracks whether someone owns the shift. Blurring the two is why owners hire

agencies for the second, which costs nothing, while neglecting the first, which actually does.

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON

Side-by-side comparison

REVIEW SIGNAL (CITED
EXTERNAL DATA)

Consumer expectation of a X 89% expect replies to both
reply positive and negative reviews
(BrightLocal, 2025)

Platform where the X 83% use Google to read reviews
conversation is read (BrightLocal, 2025)
Preferred ordering channel X 70% prefer ordering direct from

the restaurant against 46% who
prefer third-party apps (Lightspeed,

2025)
Relative cost of acquiring vs X Acquiring a new customer costs
retaining 5 to 25 times more than retaining an

existing one (Bain & Company)
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READING BY SEGMENT AND THE
DECISION IT TRIGGERS

v" Single unit: 15-minute daily shift. 3-
10: 24 h SLA with a reviewed frame.
Multi-unit: 12 h SLA, Al drafts and the

local manager approves

v Single unit: put 100% of the effort
into Google Business Profile. 3-10:
Google plus TripAdvisor per site. Multi-
unit: one listing per site with a
consolidated dashboard, never a
corporate listing

v Single unit: direct order link on the
listing. 3-10: own digital menu before
more ad spend. Multi-unit: renegotiate
aggregator commission holding that 70%

v Single unit: an answered review IS
cheap retention. 3-10: shift 20% of ad
budget to repeat visits. Multi-unit:
measure guest lifetime value per site

before opening the next one
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User-generated content

Appetite for loyalty

Reactivation channel

REVIEW SIGNAL (CITED
EXTERNAL DATA)

X +28% engagement over brand
content (Restroworks, 2025) and over
10x conversion on posts carrying
UGC (Emplifi, Q3 2025)

X 81% would join a loyalty program
if one were offered (Businessdasher,
2025)

X  84% of consumers opted into
SMS from at least one business
(Sakari, 2025), with 21%-30%
average SMS marketing conversion

READING BY SEGMENT AND THE
DECISION IT TRIGGERS

v Single unit: ask for the photo at the
table. 3-10: a UGC bank per site with
written permission. Multi-unit: an Al
pipeline that sorts and routes UGC to

each local listing

v Single unit: capture the data on the
check. 3-10: one program, never one per
site. Multi-unit: segment by frequency
and average check, not by location

v Single unit: one manual campaign a
month. 3-10: automation triggered at 45
days of inactivity. Multi-unit: per-site
trigger with cannibalization controls

(Constant Contact, 2024)

Finding 1 — What does a restaurant review benchmark actually measure in 2026?

It measures two things owners keep mixing up: how many reviews come in, and how fast you reply.

Some 89% of consumers read the business replies, not only the reviews, according to BrightLocal (Local
Consumer Review Survey 2025), and 83% read them inside Google (BrightLocal, 2025), which turns your listing
into the storefront where the table gets decided. That 120-seat venue in Bogota opening this analysis carried 4.4
stars and 610 reviews, respectable numbers, alongside 71 unanswered replies and a photo fourteen months
old; the manager was convinced he needed more paid media. He needed a shift assigned. Volume follows the
traffic you already have and whether you ask for the review; speed follows whether someone owns it in writing,
and that costs nothing. An answered review is CONVERSION INVENTORY, not after-sales care.

Finding 2 — Single-location owners treat reviews

as customer service, and that is where they lose

The distinction is not semantic: 89% of people evaluating a restaurant read those replies (BrightLocal, 2025) at
the precise moment they have already decided to eat out and are only picking where, so every paragraph of
yours competes with the one across the street, with the guest one click from booking. Fifteen daily minutes as-
signed to a person with a first and last name outperform three hundred dollars a month of badly targeted adver-
tising, and here is the arithmetic Bain & Company has defended for years: acquiring a new customer costs 5 to
25 times more than keeping one who already walked in. You are paying for the expensive side while the cheap
one sits ownerless. Nobody goes quiet here: everyone answers identically, which is worse. When all twenty-
eight replies of the month come out of the same mold, Google spots the pattern and the human reader
smells it too, so you burn the asset right in front of the 83% of consumers who read reviews on that platform
(BrightLocal, 2025).
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Finding 3 — From three to ten locations the problem

stops being silence and becomes the template

At Masterestaurant, Diego F. Parra hands mid-sized groups an uncomfortable rule: no reply gets published with-
out a specific detail from THAT visit — the dish, the hour, the server's name. Applied Al belongs in drafting with
that detail inside, never in producing the mold. If your team spends under forty seconds per reply, it is not per-
sonalizing; it is pasting the same text with different accents, and the margin of that operation does not improve.
Your diners' photos sell better than yours, and the gap is not cosmetic. User-generated content converts 4 times
better than brand photography (Loop.fans, 2025), drives 28% more engagement than corporate material (Re-
stroworks, 2025), and on the Emplifi platform, posts carrying UGC beat posts without it by more than 10 times in
conversion (Emplifi, Q3 2025). That material is not bought: it is requested. A restaurant that answers reviews by
name and thanks the photo is building a steady stream of free photography, while its competitor hires a photog-
rapher every quarter to produce images the algorithm files as advertising.

Finding 4 — Guest-made content converts where yours never reaches

A healthy operation runs both sources; an operation with tight cash starts with the one that never sends an in-
voice. Follow the thread to the end, because the answer is not the obvious one. Answering all 71 will not move
the average star rating by a single decimal: 4.4 across 610 reviews is far too heavy a mass. What changes is
how today's visitor reads you, and that reader is the 89% who checks replies before deciding (BrightLocal,
2025). Fifteen minutes a day across twenty working days clears the backlog and leaves you forty minutes a
week to ask for new reviews at the table, which is the only lever that genuinely moves the average. The paradox
of the trade resolves this way: replying does not raise the score, yet it holds conversion while new volume does
its slow work. Confusing those two functions is what wrecks the budget.

Finding 5 — The channel that closes the loop:

SMS, loyalty and the review you never asked for

Asking for the review through the right channel multiplies volume without spending on media. Some 84% of con-
sumers opted into SMS from at least one business (Sakari, 2025), average SMS marketing conversion runs be-
tween 21% and 30% (Constant Contact, 2024), and 81% would join a loyalty program if one were offered (Busi-
nessdasher, 2025). Add it up: you have permission, you have a response rate, and you have a base willing to
identify itself. A two-line message sent three hours after the visit, carrying the direct Google link, produces more
reviews in one quarter than a year of signage beside the register. For years | recommended the tabletop QR as
the first move and | was wrong: the QR catches whoever is already seated, the SMS reaches whoever left satis-
fied. One venue: assign the review shift in writing to one person, fifteen minutes, same hour every day. Three to
ten venues: ban the template, demand one specific detail per reply and audit ten at random every Friday.

Finding 6 — What you do on Monday with these

numbers, depending on the size of your operation

More than ten: track speed as an operations indicator, not a marketing one, with the same discipline you apply
to food cost, which in the Masterestaurant framework never exceeds 32% per dish. The synthesis holding this
document together draws on public data from BrightLocal, Lightspeed, Bain, Emplifi, Restroworks and Sakari
published between 2024 and 2026; what Diego F. Parra adds is the order of the decisions. Start with what costs
nothing and carries a guaranteed 89% audience (BrightLocal, 2025), and leave paid media for when your listing
already talks back. Among single-unit owners the recurring error is treating a review as customer service rather
than conversion inventory. Every public reply is a piece of copy read by the 89% who evaluate before choosing
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(BrightLocal, 2025), at the precise moment the guest has settled on eating out and is only picking the venue. A
fifteen-minute daily shift, owned by a named person, moves the sales funnel further than three hundred dollars
of poorly targeted ads.

Finding 7 — How to read this analysis without picking the wrong decision

In groups of three to ten locations the failure changes shape: not missing replies, but identical ones. When all
twenty-eight replies of the month come out of the same mold, Google sees a template and so does the reader.
Applied Al genuinely helps here — it drafts using the specific detail of that visit, and the site manager approves
in thirty seconds — yet the approval judgment has to stay human and local, or the time saved gets paid back in
credibility. Multi-unit operators face an architecture problem rather than a content one. One corporate listing cov-
ering twenty-eight addresses wrecks well-managed territory risk: each site competes inside its own radius,
against its own rivals, on its own hours. Diego F. Parra keeps hammering this because the fix is cheap while the
cost of skipping it is permanent — historical reviews do not migrate between listings, and a botched consolida-
tion erases years of accumulated signal.

Finding 8 — How to read this analysis without picking the wrong decision — in practice

Here sits the real tension of the trade: asking for reviews raises volume and lowers the average rating, because
the silent satisfied guest starts talking and brings a polite three stars along. For years | advised against asking,
precisely out of fear of that effect, and | was wrong. The rating holds when the operation is sound, and fresh vol-
ume outweighs a frozen average: a listing with 610 reviews whose newest is eight months old tells the reader
nothing happens there anymore. One cash warning, since this analysis is written for owners and not for commu-
nity managers: none of it moves your break-even if prime cost sits outside range. Unit economics first, traffic
second. A restaurant with a healthy contribution margin turns every new point of traffic into EBITDA; one with a
broken margin turns the same point into more work for the same money.

POINT BY POINT

The five crossings that settle the decision

INVESTMENT PRIORITY ON A LIMITED BUDGET

A - REVIEW SIGNAL (CITED EXTERNAL B - MASTERESTAURANT A review
DATA)

response shift plus data capture on the

Digital ads to bring new visits to the check

location

Verdict: B wins outright when budget is tight: acquisition costs 5 to 25 times more than retention
(Bain & Company) and replying costs zero media, with 89% of consumers reading that reply
(BrightLocal, 2025).
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WHERE TO CONCENTRATE REPUTATION EFFORT

A - REVIEW SIGNAL (CITED EXTERNAL B - MASTERESTAURANT Google Business
DATA)

Profile for each site
Brand Instagram and TikTok

Verdict: B wins for immediate purchase decisions: 83% read reviews on Google (BrightLocal,
2025). A remains valid for discovery and for feeding UGC, which converts over 10x on posts that
carry it (Emplifi, Q3 2025).

ORDERING CHANNEL TO PUSH IN 2026

A - REVIEW SIGNAL (CITED EXTERNAL B - MASTERESTAURANT Owned channel
DATA)

linked from the listing and the replies
Third-party apps and aggregators

Verdict: B wins on unit economics: 70% prefer ordering direct against 46% who prefer third

parties (Lightspeed, 2025), and every migrated point recovers the full commission on contribution
margin.

REVIEW VOLUME STRATEGY

A - REVIEW SIGNAL (CITED EXTERNAL B - MASTERESTAURANT Ask
DATA)

systematically, accepting the average slips

Never ask for reviews, to protect the a few tenths

average

Verdict: B wins, and owners find this correction the hardest to swallow. Fresh volume outweighs a
frozen average; a listing without recent reviews signals to the reader that nothing happens there
anymore.
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REPLY PRODUCTION ACROSS MULTI-UNIT GROUPS

A - REVIEW SIGNAL (CITED EXTERNAL B - MASTERESTAURANT Al draft built on
DATA)
ticket detail, approved by the local

A single corporate template applied to manager

every site

Verdict: B wins. At scale a template gets detected and cancels the effect; the assisted draft keeps
the specificity of that visit, which is precisely what makes the reply credible to the 89% who read it
(BrightLocal, 2025).

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON

What the external data DOES say VERIFIED AND CITED

X That 89% of consumers expect a reply to their reviews, positive ones included (BrightLocal, 2025); the
reply is public reading, not private courtesy.

X  That Google concentrates 83% of review reading (BrightLocal, 2025), which makes the Business
Profile the cheapest and worst-tended marketing asset in the industry.

X That 70% of consumers prefer ordering direct from the restaurant while only 46% prefer third-party
apps (Lightspeed, 2025): direct demand exists, the channel is missing.

X That acquiring a new customer runs 5 to 25 times the cost of retaining one (Bain & Company), which
settles the priority order of any restaurant growth budget.

X That posts carrying user-generated content convert over 10x better than those without it (Emplifi, Q3
2025) and add 28% engagement over brand content (Restroworks, 2025).
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What the data does NOT say, though many make it say so

MASTERESTAURANT

v It never says replying lifts your average rating: it lifts conversion among those already reading, a
different metric on a different P&L line.

v" It never sets a magic review count; no serious public source publishes a universal volume threshold by

category, and whoever sells you one is rounding to marketing numbers.

v It never says that 70% direct-order preference converts by itself. Preference is declared intent, and

with no owned channel the guest still lands in the aggregator.

v It never says UGC replaces your content budget; it says UGC returns more per post, which changes

the mix rather than the workload.

v It says nothing about your food cost. No figure here repairs a broken contribution margin: when the star

dish runs above 32% food cost, more traffic only speeds the bleeding.

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON

Side-by-side comparison

Consumer expectation of a
reply

Platform where the
conversation is read

Preferred ordering channel

REVIEW SIGNAL (CITED
EXTERNAL DATA)

X  89% expect replies to both
positive and negative reviews
(BrightLocal, 2025)

X 83% use Google to read reviews
(BrightLocal, 2025)

X 70% prefer ordering direct from
the restaurant against 46% who
prefer third-party apps (Lightspeed,
2025)

READING BY SEGMENT AND THE
DECISION IT TRIGGERS

v Single unit: 15-minute daily shift. 3-
10: 24 h SLA with a reviewed frame.
Multi-unit: 12 h SLA, Al drafts and the

local manager approves

v Single unit: put 100% of the effort
into Google Business Profile. 3-10:
Google plus TripAdvisor per site. Multi-
unit: one listing per site with a
consolidated dashboard, never a
corporate listing

v Single unit: direct order link on the
listing. 3-10: own digital menu before
more ad spend. Multi-unit: renegotiate
aggregator commission holding that 70%
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REVIEW SIGNAL (CITED
EXTERNAL DATA)

Relative cost of acquiring vs X Acquiring a new customer costs

retaining 5 to 25 times more than retaining an
existing one (Bain & Company)
User-generated content X +28% engagement over brand

content (Restroworks, 2025) and over
10x conversion on posts carrying
UGC (Emplifi, Q3 2025)

Appetite for loyalty X 81% would join a loyalty program
if one were offered (Businessdasher,

2025)

Reactivation channel X  84% of consumers opted into
SMS from at least one business
(Sakari, 2025), with 21%-30%
average SMS marketing conversion

(Constant Contact, 2024)

THE NUMBERS THAT MATTER

The 2026 scorecard in six external figures

89 %

of consumers expect a reply to
reviews, positive and negative alike

83 %

use Google as their platform
to read restaurant reviews

70 %

prefer ordering direct from the restaurant
against 46% who prefer third-party apps

28 %

more engagement from user-
generated content over brand content
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READING BY SEGMENT AND THE
DECISION IT TRIGGERS

v Single unit: an answered review IS
cheap retention. 3-10: shift 20% of ad
budget to repeat visits. Multi-unit:
measure guest lifetime value per site

before opening the next one

v Single unit: ask for the photo at the
table. 3-10: a UGC bank per site with
written permission. Multi-unit: an Al
pipeline that sorts and routes UGC to
each local listing

v Single unit: capture the data on the
check. 3-10: one program, never one per
site. Multi-unit: segment by frequency
and average check, not by location

v Single unit: one manual campaign a
month. 3-10: automation triggered at 45
days of inactivity. Multi-unit: per-site
trigger with cannibalization controls
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81 %

would join a restaurant loyalty
program if one were offered

25x

how much costlier acquiring a new
customer runs versus retaining one

VISUALIZATION

The numbers, visualized

of consumers expect a reply to reviews, positive and negative alike

G

use Google as their platform to read restaurant reviews

T 83%

prefer ordering direct from the restaurant against 46% who prefer third-party apps

G

more engagement from user-generated content over brand content

G

would join a restaurant loyalty program if one were offered

G

how much costlier acquiring a new customer runs versus retaining one

G

Sources: BrightLocal Local Consumer Review Survey 2025 - Lightspeed Online Ordering Statistics 2025 -
Restroworks 2025 - Businessdasher 2025 - Bain & Company — Customer retention economics

Chart by masterestaurant.com

REAL CASE
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“We came in at 4.4 stars, 610 reviews and 71 unanswered, the oldest fourteen months back. Not one dollar
of ad spend was touched. The response shift went to the assistant manager, fifteen minutes before evening
service, under one rule: cite a real detail of that visit in every reply. In parallel we started asking for the
review on the check, which we had never done. Over eleven weeks volume climbed from 610 to 748
reviews and the rating slipped to 4.3, exactly as Diego warned it would, and route requests from Google still
grew while average check rose 6% because guests arrived already decided. Total media cost of the
program: zero.”

— General manager of a 120-cover full service restaurant in Bogota, supported by the
Masterestaurant team

HOW TO APPLY IT IN YOUR RESTAURANT

How to place yourself in this benchmark in four steps

@ Measure your reply gap before forming an opinion about it
Count two numbers on your Google listing: unanswered reviews from the last twelve months,
and days elapsed between the newest review and your reply. With 89% of consumers expecting
a reply (BrightLocal, 2025), any gap beyond 48 hours is persuasion inventory burned. Note the
date of the most recent review too: past sixty days, your problem stops being the reply and
becomes the fact that nobody in the dining room is asking for the review.

@ Assign the shift to a named person with a content rule
A 24-hour SLA works in a single unit and one person delivers it, never a committee: fifteen
minutes before evening service. The content rule matters more than the speed — every reply
cites a real detail of that visit, the dish, the table, the day. Across three to ten sites, Al drafts
using detail pulled from the ticket and the manager approves; approval judgment stays human
and belongs to that location.

@ Open the direct channel the data is already asking for
With 70% of consumers preferring to order direct and only 46% inclined toward third-party apps
(Lightspeed, 2025), the preference exists and the channel is missing. Put your own ordering link
on the Business Profile and inside every relevant reply. Each order point migrating from the
aggregator to your channel recovers the full commission, which in most markets separates a
genuinely healthy contribution margin from one that merely looks healthy.
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@ Turn new traffic into repeat visits before buying more traffic
Retention costs 5 to 25 times less than acquisition (Bain & Company), and 81% of consumers
would join a loyalty program if one existed (Businessdasher, 2025). Capture the data on the
check, not in a form. Then run SMS reactivation — 84% opted into SMS from some business
(Sakari, 2025), converting at 21%-30% on average per Constant Contact (2024) — triggered at
45 days of inactivity. That is where guest lifetime value genuinely moves.

FAQ

Frequently asked questions about the 2026 reviews benchmark

How many reviews does a restaurant need to sell more in 20267?

No serious source publishes a universal threshold, so distrust anyone offering a round number. What is
measurable differs: 83% of consumers read reviews on Google (BrightLocal, 2025), which makes freshness and
replies weigh more than the accumulated total. A listing with 200 active reviews persuades better than one
carrying 600 frozen since last year.

Does replying to reviews really help make a restaurant profitable?

It helps through conversion and retention, never through the rating. 89% of consumers expect a reply
(BrightLocal, 2025) and retention costs 5 to 25 times less than acquisition (Bain & Company). Replying takes
fifteen minutes a day and zero media dollars, which makes it the highest-return lever available to a location with
no ad budget yet.

Is Al worth using to reply to reviews across several locations?

Worth it for the draft, not for the send. Al writes using ticket detail and the site manager approves in thirty
seconds, and that is where scale is won without losing credibility. Homogeneity is the real risk: when all twenty-
eight replies of the month sound alike, readers spot the template and you forfeit exactly what you were trying
to gain.

What comes first if | have few reviews and a thin margin?

Margin, always. A restaurant running above 32% food cost on its star dish turns each new visit into more work
for the same money, so pulling traffic before fixing unit economics accelerates the loss. Sort out menu
engineering and break-even; open the review shift afterward, which costs no budget anyway.

DATA & SOURCES

Sector data 2026 (official sources)

Verifiable industry benchmarks from official, non-commercial sources (government, industry associations,
market research) - not competitors.
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Metric

Conversion de SMS

Apertura de email
marketing

Descubrimiento por

Google

Busquedas 'cerca de

mi

Lectura de resefnas

Impacto de una estrella
en la resefa

Propiedad Intelectual de Masterestaurant® — Exclusivo para Lideres de Sector -
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Benchmark 2026

Entre 21% y 30% de conversién

promedio en SMS marketing

25.1% de tasa de apertura promedio
de emails en 2023

62% de los consumidores encuentra

restaurantes a través de Google

Las busquedas de ‘food near me'
crecieron 99% interanual

92% de los comensales lee reseias
antes de elegir donde comer

Subir 1 estrella en Yelp eleva los
ingresos entre 5% y 9%

Source

Constant Contact — SMS Marketing Statistics
2024

Omnisend — Email, SMS & push marketing
report 2024

Restroworks — Google Restaurant Search
Statistics 2024

Restroworks — Google Restaurant Search
Statistics 2024

Restroworks — Google Restaurant Search
Statistics 2024

Harvard Business School (Michael Luca) —

Reviews, Reputation, and Revenue: The Case of

Yelp.com

masterestaurant.com
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