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why buying software stopped being a strategy
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QUICK VERDICT

Inteligencia artificial aplicada a tecnologia ia pays off when it is installed as a DECISION
ARCHITECTURE, never as a catalogue of tools. Some 86% of operators are already at least
somewhat comfortable using Al (Toast, 2025) and half of full-service restaurants have
automated inventory (Restroworks, 2025), yet the gain concentrates among owners who
wired the data to contribution margin: kiosks and guided ordering lift the check between
10% and 30% (Restroworks, 2025) only when the menu behind them is costed and kitchen
load is sized. My judgement, after twenty years auditing prime cost: operational variability
is beaten with data governance, and the tool is the last link, never the first.

* Executive Brief Strategic brief - CEOs, boards & investors - 16 minread - 2026-08-12
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A three-unit group in the above 5 million dollars a year revenue band was paying for eleven active software
subscriptions and still had no dashboard telling the managing director which of its twelve signature dishes had
lost contribution margin during the quarter; it bought artificial intelligence and decided on instinct, which is the
operational definition of systemic entropy.

That mismatch is not an anecdote from a small operator: menu prices at large U.S. chains rose 42% between
2020 and 2025, nearly double the 22% of general inflation (One Haus, 2025), which means a large share of the
industry has been covering cost variability with price, a lever that runs out once the guest starts weighing check
against experience.

The thesis of this brief, and | hold it on data rather than on technological enthusiasm: inteligencia artificial
aplicada a tecnologia ia moves EBITDA only when the owner defines the decision architecture first —which
question gets answered, with which data, at what hour, and who acts— and only then buys the restaurant digital
tools that serve that architecture.

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON

Side-by-side comparison

Average check on digital
channel

Inventory automation

Internal Al adoption

Recovering demand lost on
the phone

Loyalty and check

Third-party commission cost

www.masterestaurant.com - Executive Brief - Inteligencia artificial aplicada a tecnologia ia: why buying software stopped being a strategy

TRADITIONAL METHOD
(BUYING TOOLS)

X Kiosk installed without menu
engineering: the sector reports the
low end, +10% (Restroworks, 2025)

X  50% of full-service restaurants
already automated inventory
(Restroworks, 2025), with no food
cost variance reading

X 86% of operators comfortable
with Al (Toast, 2025) but with no
defined usage protocol

X 83% of guests pick another
restaurant when their calls hit
voicemail more than once (Hostie
Al, 2025)

X  55% of restaurants see loyalty
member check grow faster than
their dish prices (Paytronix, 2024),
data left unused

X 15%, 25% or 30% DoorDash
commission depending on plan
(Food On Demand, 2026), accepted
as fixed

MASTERESTAURANT METHOD
(DECISION ARCHITECTURE)

v Kiosk with menu engineering and
margin-ranked prompts: documented high
end, +30% (Restroworks, 2025)

v Same 50% sector baseline
(Restroworks, 2025), read against
standard recipe to hold food cost at the
32% ceiling

v That same 86% (Toast, 2025) turned
into tasks assigned per shift with a named
owner

v" Al phone agent that removes
voicemail as a possible state of the
system (Hostie Al, 2025)

v That same 55% (Paytronix, 2024) fed
into segmentation by margin rather than

by discount

v Same scale (Food On Demand, 2026)
modelled against owned channel: 6%
pickup and direct ordering
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TRADITIONAL METHOD MASTERESTAURANT METHOD

(BUYING TOOLS) (DECISION ARCHITECTURE)
Payroll pressure X Base hourly wage up 4% to v That 4% (7shifts, 2024) offset by
14.20 USD (7shifts, 2024) absorbed reallocating hours against demand
into prime cost forecast
Payment and closing friction X 92% of guests prefer several v Full coverage of that 92% (PAYS
contactless options (PAYS POS, POS, 2025) to shorten table turnover in
2025), half covered the peak window

1. Decision first, tool second

Buy a decision architecture, not installed capacity: that sequence is the only one that turns artificial intelligence
applied to restaurant tech into defensible margin. Toast (2025) found that 86% of operators already feel at least
somewhat comfortable using Al, and that comfort is precisely the problem, because buying is now easier than
deciding. Before you sign one more subscription, write on a single line which question it answers, with which
data, at what hour of the day the answer lands, and who on your payroll acts on it; if any of those four fields
comes up empty, the tool will not pay you back. Back to the three-unit group from the opening, with eleven ac-
tive subscriptions and no dashboard showing contribution margin per dish: it paid for algorithms and decided on
instinct, and the real cost of that mix never shows up on the software invoice but in the signature dishes that
have been bleeding for a full quarter.

2. Price is no longer the lever: why data has to arrive same-day

There is no room left to keep covering cost variability with the menu. Menu prices at large U.S. chains rose 42%
between 2020 and 2025, nearly double the 22% general inflation rate (One Haus, 2025), and that twenty-point
gap measures exactly how far the guest's patience has been stretched before they start weighing check against
experience. Meanwhile the base hourly wage in U.S. restaurants climbed 4% to 14.20 dollars in 2024 according
to 7shifts, so the pressure arrives from both the payroll side and the purchasing side. The Al that serves you
here is not the one writing dish descriptions, it is the one telling you on Tuesday that Monday's food cost
variance moved three points. A monthly finding arrives late by definition: by the time the month closes you have
already served thirty days of badly costed plates. Below 500 thousand dollars in annual revenue, your only
justified Al investment is the one that recovers lost reservations, full stop.

3. Under 500 thousand dollars a year: automate the phone, nothing else

Hostie Al (2025) reports that 83% of guests pick a different restaurant if their calls go to voicemail more than
once, which makes the unattended phone the cheapest leak to plug and the most expensive one to ignore.
Install an Al answering service that books tables and states your hours, then measure one single thing for eight
weeks: calls answered against calls received. My threshold for owners in this band stays simple: if the tool costs
more than 0.5% of monthly revenue, roughly 200 dollars a month on 40 thousand, it does not go in. No predic-
tive dashboards and no recommendation engines at this volume, because the owner still touches every decision
and their own head remains the best system in the house. In the 500 thousand to one million band, the decision
concerns sales channel and it pays for itself through average check.
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4. 500 thousand to one million: kiosk and digital ordering change the check, not the process

Kiosk ordering produces checks 8% to 15% higher than the counter according to QSR Magazine (2024), and a
complete digital offer covering menu, ordering and payment lifts the check between 20% and 30% according to
Sunday (2025), ranges that hold up across sources sharing no methodology, which is what gives them weight.
Now the uncomfortable part: if your kitchen already buckles at the one o'clock peak, lifting the check 20% with-
out touching the recipe sheet only buys you a costlier bottleneck. My threshold rule says the kiosk goes in once
kitchen cycle time carries at least 15% of slack during peak hour; if it does not, you fix the line first and digitize
ordering afterwards. Past one million dollars a year your loyalty program stops being a promotion and becomes
the sensor through which Al knows something your competitor does not. Paytronix reports that 55% of restau-
rants saw their loyalty members' checks grow faster than their menu prices in 2024, and that detail matters more
than the percentage itself: it means frequency and mix, not inflation dressed up as growth.

5. Above one million: loyalty as a data source, not a discount

At this revenue level you can already sustain a recommendation model crossing purchase history with real con-
tribution margin per dish, so the suggestion pushes what leaves cash behind rather than what sells itself any-
way. The entry threshold | insist on: 20% of transactions identified to a named guest. Below that floor the model
learns from an odd minority and will recommend you exactly what you already knew. Above five million dollars,
and very much so in large-format themed venues or projects signed by a media chef, Al earns its keep by con-
trolling variability between units rather than by lifting checks. These businesses live off spikes: a creator publish-
es and the following week's bookings rise 30% according to Marketing LTB (2025), a spike the kitchen either
absorbs or wastes depending on how good its fourteen-day demand forecast happens to be. The profile that
repeats in this band keeps the brand promise intact in the dining room and cost discipline broken in the back
office, because prestige buys tolerance for disorder.

6. Above five million: the celebrity-chef group and the format trap

The decision here is one forecasting model fed by reservations, weather and content calendar, with a hard
threshold: mean absolute error below 12% on purchasing, or the model does not govern the purchase order and
stays a decorative dashboard. For a group or chain past ten million dollars, the question is no longer which tool
to buy but who owns the data, and that is where most of them lose. Restroworks (2025) reports that 50% of full-
service restaurants have automated inventory and 47% staff scheduling, so competitive advantage has moved
away from automating and toward integrating what was automated. Under the Masterestaurant framework | run
with these groups, data travels toward a single decision-intelligence layer where food cost variance, payroll and
menu mix are read together and on the same time unit. Appoint a named owner of that layer, a person with a
first and last name on the org chart, and require that every active subscription point at a concrete decision.

7. Above ten million: one decision layer for the whole chain

Whichever one points at nothing gets cancelled this quarter. Open the list of your software subscriptions and
write beside each one the decision it governs: that will hurt more and serve you better than any outside diagnos-
tic. Diego F. Parra applies a plain test with the groups he advises at Masterestaurant, namely that any tool failing
to change a decision within 24 hours counts as an expense rather than an investment, however good its panel
looks. Consider the full counterfactual before you sign: if tomorrow you disconnect all eleven subscriptions and
keep only your point of sale and a spreadsheet, which decision do you genuinely lose? If the answer is none,
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then the 42% menu price increase between 2020 and 2025 reported by One Haus (2025) is what held up your
margin, not the software. Start with your highest-volume dish and measure its contribution margin this week.
The difference is not the amount of technology but the ORDER.

8. What actually changes between one approach and the other?

The traditional method buys capability and then hunts for somewhere to apply it;

systems engineering names the decision point that bleeds margin and only then picks the restaurant digital tool
that covers it, which turns every subscription into a line you can defend in an operational due diligence. Under
the traditional approach the data stays wherever the vendor left it, and the owner becomes the involuntary inte-
grator of eleven sources. In the algorithmic hospitality we build with the Masterestaurant framework, data travels
into a single decision intelligence layer, and that is where food cost variance stops being a monthly finding and
becomes a same-day alert. There is a real tension worth resolving head-on, because the industry keeps dodg-
ing it: automating reduces variability but it also reduces human contact, and in hospitality contact is product.

9. What actually changes between one approach and the other — in practice

The practical resolution is to hand the machine what is repetitive and measurable —counting, forecasting, an-
swering the phone when nobody can— and give the team back those hours at the table; kiosks lift the check be-
tween 10% and 30% (Restroworks, 2025) precisely because the guest does not negotiate with a server, and that
same coldness has to be paid back in the dining room. The horizon changes too. Buying software is a quarterly
expense; building decision architecture is an asset that outlives the vendor, and that distinction separates unit
economics that genuinely improve from unit economics merely dressed up with price, as the 42% menu in-
crease at large chains against 22% general inflation reveals (One Haus, 2025).

POINT BY POINT

Decision scorecard: where each approach wins

DECISION ARCHITECTURE

A - TRADITIONAL METHOD (BUYING B - MASTERESTAURANT Written before
TOOLS)

buying: six decisions, six owners, one
Nonexistent: each vendor imposes its

cadence
dashboard and its definition of a profitable

dish

Verdict: The Masterestaurant method wins, because with no written question no Al model knows
what it is optimising.
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EFFECT ON AVERAGE CHECK

A - TRADITIONAL METHOD (BUYING B - MASTERESTAURANT You capture the
TOOLS)

ceiling, +30% with a margin-ranked kiosk

You capture the floor of the sector range, (Restroworks, 2025)

+10% with a kiosk (Restroworks, 2025)

Verdict: The Masterestaurant method wins: menu engineering is what separates 10% from 30%
on identical hardware.

DEMAND RISK MITIGATION

A - TRADITIONAL METHOD (BUYING B - MASTERESTAURANT Al agent with no
TOOLS)

voicemail state possible, demand logged
Voicemail live during peak hours, with 83%

documented leakage (Hostie Al, 2025)

and measurable

Verdict: The Masterestaurant method wins, and this is the cheapest lever on the whole
scorecard.

THIRD-PARTY CHANNEL COST

A - TRADITIONAL METHOD (BUYING B - MASTERESTAURANT Commission
TOOLS)

modelled against owned channel and 6%

— o o
Commission of 15% to 30% accepted as pickup (Food On Demand, 2026)

fixed (Food On Demand, 2026)

Verdict: The Masterestaurant method wins in operations with digital volume; under 500 thousand
a year, the third party remains rational.
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SCALABILITY TO THE NEXT UNIT

A - TRADITIONAL METHOD (BUYING B - MASTERESTAURANT You replicate
TOOLS)

codified logic; the dashboard arrives built

You replicate the subscription catalogue
on day one

and repeat the disorder

Verdict: The Masterestaurant method wins, and this is where the compounding 24-month return
shows up.

SPEED OF IMPLEMENTATION

A - TRADITIONAL METHOD (BUYING B - MASTERESTAURANT Slower at first:
TOOLS)

four weeks of audit before anything is

Fast: a licence goes live in days touched

Verdict: The traditional method wins on raw speed, and that is an honest concession; the trouble
is that the speed gets paid for next quarter.

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON

What the traditional method buys cATALOGUE

X Licences per module, each with its own dashboard and its own truth about the same dish

X Akiosk chosen on hardware price before anyone knows which six dishes belong at the top of the
screen

X Inventory automation with no standard recipe loaded, so the system measures consumption but never
variance

X Al content generation disconnected from the purchasing calendar and from kitchen load

X An owner reviewing reports on Monday about decisions that had to be made on Friday
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What the Masterestaurant method installs

v" Adecision architecture: question first, data second, tool last

MASTERESTAURANT

v" Costed standard recipe with per-dish food cost at the 32% ceiling, which is the tolerable maximum and

not the target

v" KPI dashboards with four numbers per role: nobody reads twelve indicators at eleven at night

v" Al agents on the tasks where operational variability costs cash: phone, forecast, purchasing, guided

ordering

v~ Corporate governance of the data: one owner per number, one cadence, one written consequence

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON

Side-by-side comparison

Average check on digital
channel

Inventory automation

Internal Al adoption

Recovering demand lost on
the phone

Loyalty and check
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TRADITIONAL METHOD
(BUYING TOOLS)

X  Kiosk installed without menu
engineering: the sector reports the
low end, +10% (Restroworks, 2025)

X 50% of full-service restaurants
already automated inventory
(Restroworks, 2025), with no food
cost variance reading

X 86% of operators comfortable
with Al (Toast, 2025) but with no
defined usage protocol

X 83% of guests pick another
restaurant when their calls hit
voicemail more than once (Hostie
Al, 2025)

X 55% of restaurants see loyalty
member check grow faster than
their dish prices (Paytronix, 2024),
data left unused

MASTERESTAURANT METHOD
(DECISION ARCHITECTURE)

v Kiosk with menu engineering and
margin-ranked prompts: documented high
end, +30% (Restroworks, 2025)

v Same 50% sector baseline
(Restroworks, 2025), read against
standard recipe to hold food cost at the
32% ceiling

v' That same 86% (Toast, 2025) turned
into tasks assigned per shift with a named
owner

v Al phone agent that removes
voicemail as a possible state of the
system (Hostie Al, 2025)

v" That same 55% (Paytronix, 2024) fed
into segmentation by margin rather than
by discount
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Third-party commission cost

Payroll pressure

Payment and closing friction

THE NUMBERS THAT MATTER

TRADITIONAL METHOD
(BUYING TOOLS)

X 15%, 25% or 30% DoorDash
commission depending on plan
(Food On Demand, 2026), accepted
as fixed

X Base hourly wage up 4% to
14.20 USD (7shifts, 2024) absorbed
into prime cost

X 92% of guests prefer several
contactless options (PAYS POS,
2025), half covered

Figures behind the thesis

86 %

of operators are at least
somewhat comfortable using Al

50 %

of full-service restaurants have automated inventory

30 %

maximum order value lift from QSR self-service kiosks

83 %

of guests choose another restaurant

when calls go to voicemail

42 %

menu price increase at large U.S.
chains between 2020 and 2025

18 %

order value lift from guided-ordering Al chatbots
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MASTERESTAURANT METHOD
(DECISION ARCHITECTURE)

v Same scale (Food On Demand, 2026)
modelled against owned channel: 6%
pickup and direct ordering

v That 4% (7shifts, 2024) offset by
reallocating hours against demand
forecast

v Full coverage of that 92% (PAYS
POS, 2025) to shorten table turnover in
the peak window
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VISUALIZATION

The numbers, visualized

of operators are at least somewhat comfortable using Al

of full-service restaurants have automated inventory

maximum order value lift from QSR self-service kiosks

of guests choose another restaurant when calls go to voicemail

menu price increase at large U.S. chains between 2020 and 2025

order value lift from guided-ordering Al chatbots

Sources: Toast 2025 - Restroworks 2025 - Hostie Al 2025 - One Haus 2025 - Zellyfi 2025

Chart by masterestaurant.com

REAL CASE

“We arrived with eleven subscriptions and zero usable dashboards; the diagnosis was that we had bought
Al and written down no question. We reversed the order: we defined the six decisions that move cash,
loaded the standard recipe and pulled food cost on the red dishes from 38% down to 31% in fourteen
weeks, with digital-channel check climbing 12% once the kiosk was ranked by margin instead of popularity.
We cancelled four tools and the saving paid for the rest.”

— Managing director of a three-unit fine-dining group, revenue band above 5 million dollars a

year

HOW TO APPLY IT IN YOUR RESTAURANT
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Three-phase strategic roadmap

@ Phase 1 (weeks 1 to 4) - Decision architecture audit
Deliverable: a map of the six decisions that move cash —purchasing, demand forecast, menu
engineering, staffing per shift, digital channel and price— with the data feeding each one today
and the data missing. Timeline: 4 weeks. Success metric: 100% of those six decisions with a
named owner and a written cadence, plus costed standard recipe across 80% of the active
menu. This is where subscriptions get cancelled; in most operations | review, three to five are
redundant.

@ Phase 2 (weeks 5 to 12) - Installing the decision intelligence layer
Deliverable: KPI dashboards per role, four numbers per person and a same-day alert on food
cost variance, plus Al agents on the two measurable leaks: phone and guided ordering. The
sector baseline sets the target: recover the demand behind the 83% of guests who leave after a
voicemail (Hostie Al, 2025) and capture the 12% to 18% of extra check from guided ordering
(Zellyfi, 2025). Timeline: 8 weeks. Success metric: per-dish food cost at or under 32% across
90% of the menu and zero missed calls in the peak window.

@ Phase 3 (months 4 to 12) - Scalability and system governance
Deliverable: an operating manual with the decision logic codified, so opening unit four does not
require reinventing the dashboard, plus gamified incentives tied to two scorecard indicators
rather than to the manager's gut feel. Timeline: 9 months. Success metric: 2 to 4 points of
operating margin improvement over the operation's own baseline and a documented monthly
break-even per unit, verifiable in an operational due diligence.

FAQ

Boardroom questions

What does it cost NOT to act on inteligencia artificial aplicada a tecnologia ia?

It costs the gap between the low end and the high end of every lever. Kiosks deliver between 10% and 30% of
extra check (Restroworks, 2025) depending on whether they are ranked by margin or by inertia; and the 83%
of guests who walk after a voicemail (Hostie Al, 2025) is demand already paid for in marketing and lost in the
final metre.

Does this work in a restaurant under 500 thousand dollars a year?

It works, at a different scope. In that band the first step is not a kiosk but the costed standard recipe and an
agent that answers the phone, because that is where the cheap leak sits. With base wages up 4% to 14.20 USD
an hour (7shifts, 2024), every badly allocated hour weighs more in a small unit than in a group.
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What about a celebrity restaurant or a large-format themed venue?

The variables change, the method does not. A media-chef restaurant of 180 seats above 5 million a year carries
image royalties and capacity peaks; a themed experience venue adds set design, staging maintenance and
performance staff. In both, forecast automation is worth more than in any other format, because a staffing error
during a capacity peak is paid for twice.

Why should food cost sit at 32% and not lower?

Because 32% is the per-dish CEILING, not the target, and cutting below it by force usually costs product.
Payroll, rent and utilities are not charged to the dish: they live in the break-even. That separation is what lets you
read the real contribution margin of every menu line and decide what earns a slot on the kiosk.

DATA & SOURCES

Sector data 2026 (official sources)

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

Metric Benchmark 2026 Source

Aumento del uso de pago sin contacto en

+30% segun Visa Visa 2024

EE.UU. (2024)

Restaurantes que afnadieron codigos QR de National Restaurant
44% (2022) L

pago Association

] 164.000 ubicaciones (vs 134.000 en
Alcance de la plataforma Toast (fin de 2025) 2024) Toast 2025

Volumen de pagos procesado por Toast

195.100 millones USD (+23%) Toast 2025
(FY2025)

>2.500 millones USD para 2027, .
Mercado de IA de voz en foodtech Statista
creciendo ~32% anual

Interés del consumidor en pedir comida por 64% de los adultos interesados (82% .
. . . Hostie Al 2025
asistentes de voz cita rapidez)

Propiedad Intelectual de Masterestaurant® — Exclusivo para Lideres de Sector - masterestaurant.com
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