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AI in Restaurant Operations 

Executive Summary 

Restaurant margins have always been thin, and the last several years have not made them thicker. Labor 

costs remain elevated, food costs are volatile, and guests expect faster, more personalized, more 

consistent experiences than ever before. Against that backdrop, artificial intelligence (AI) has moved 

from an industry buzzword to a working part of restaurant operations: forecasting demand, building 

schedules, answering the phone, watching food costs, and coaching new hires. 

Adoption is real but uneven. The National Restaurant Association's 2026 State of the Restaurant Industry 

report found that 26% of operators are currently using AI-related tools, concentrated in marketing (19% 

of full-service operators) and back-office administration (about 10%), with order-taking still an 

early-stage use case at 6%. At the same time, Restaurant365's mid-year 2026 research, drawn from more 

than 420 operators managing nearly 10,000 U.S. locations, found that 62% of operators have 

implemented or plan to implement AI in back-office functions (more than double the rate from early in 

the year), and that operators actively using AI report meaningful results: 61% report reduced food costs, 

62% report reduced labor costs, and 88% report weekly time savings, with almost a third achieving cost 

reductions of 6% or more. 

In short, a profitability gap is opening between restaurants that have put AI to work in their operations 

and those that haven't. This white paper is written for owners, operators, and managers who want to 

close that gap deliberately rather than accidentally, with a clear understanding of what AI actually is, 

what it can and cannot do in a restaurant setting, how to decide where to start, what it typically costs 

and the risks worth weighing, and how to implement it in a way that improves the business without 

damaging the hospitality that makes guests come back. 
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AI in Restaurant Operations 

1. What Is AI? 

“Artificial intelligence” gets used loosely enough in restaurant marketing that it is worth being precise 

about what the term actually covers, because the precision matters when you're deciding whether to 

spend money on it. 

At its core, AI refers to computer systems that perform tasks which normally require human judgment: 

recognizing patterns, making predictions, understanding language, and making recommendations or 

decisions based on data. In a restaurant context, the AI you will actually encounter falls into a few 

practical categories: 

Machine learning (ML) and forecasting models. These systems learn from historical data (past sales, 

weather, local events, day-of-week patterns) to predict what's likely to happen next: how many guests 

will come in Friday night, how much chicken you'll need to order, how many servers you'll need on the 

floor at 7 p.m. This is the AI behind most labor scheduling and inventory forecasting tools on the market 

today. 

Natural language processing (NLP) and conversational AI. These systems understand and generate 

human language, spoken or written. This is what powers AI phone-answering systems, drive-thru voice 

ordering, and chatbots that take questions or reservations on your website. 

Computer vision. These systems interpret images and video: for example, cameras that can flag food 

safety issues, monitor drive-thru speed, verify order accuracy at a pass window, or detect fraud patterns 

like unusually large voids. 

Generative AI. Popularized by tools like ChatGPT, generative AI creates new content (text, images, or 

even audio) based on a prompt. In restaurants this shows up in marketing copy, menu description 

writing, social media content, and increasingly in drafting training materials or SOPs. 

Robotic process automation (RPA), sometimes bundled with “AI.” This is simpler rules-based 

automation: for example, automatically pulling sales data into a spreadsheet or triggering a reorder 

when inventory hits a threshold. It is not “intelligent” in the learning sense, but it is often sold alongside 

AI tools and does real, useful work. 

It's worth being honest about what AI is not. It is not a replacement for the judgment of a good general 

manager, it does not eliminate the need for a well-run kitchen or a warm front-of-house team, and it is 

not magic: every AI tool is only as good as the data it is trained on and fed. A forecasting tool that's never 

seen your restaurant's unique Tuesday lunch rush from the office park next door will need time and 

correction before it earns your trust. Understanding AI accurately, rather than as either a silver bullet or 

a gimmick, is the first step toward using it well. 

2. What Can AI Do? 
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Stripped of the hype, AI is useful in a restaurant because it is good at three things that humans, however 

skilled, struggle to do consistently at scale: noticing patterns across large amounts of data, making the 

same judgment call the same way every time, and being available continuously. 

Concretely, restaurant-relevant AI today can: 

Predict demand. Using historical sales, weather forecasts, local events, and seasonality, AI models can 

forecast covers, ticket volume, and item-level demand with a level of granularity a manager building a 

schedule by gut feel cannot match. 

Optimize labor schedules. By combining demand forecasts with labor rules, availability, and skill mix, 

scheduling tools can build shifts that match staffing to demand more precisely than manual scheduling. 

Chili's has reported a 20% improvement in scheduling accuracy using AI-driven forecasting, and one 

multi-unit operator, Thai Leisure, cut over-scheduling by 22% and saved more than 56,000 labor hours 

annually. 

Manage inventory and reduce waste. AI-driven inventory platforms track usage patterns, predict needs, 

flag anomalies (theft, over-portioning, spoilage risk), and automate reordering, directly attacking food 

cost, typically a restaurant's largest controllable expense after labor. 

Take and process orders. Voice AI can answer the phone and take to-go orders without hold times; AI 

drive-thru systems (in use at chains including McDonald's, Wendy's, White Castle, and Carl's Jr.) take 

orders with increasing accuracy; kiosks and app-based ordering reduce line pressure and upsell more 

consistently than a rushed cashier. 

Personalize marketing and pricing. AI can segment guests, personalize offers, automate email and social 

content, and increasingly support dynamic pricing that adjusts to demand, time of day, or local 

conditions the way airlines and hotels have done for years. 

Improve safety and reduce risk. Computer vision and data analysis can flag food safety violations, 

monitor supplier and weather risk before it disrupts your supply chain, and detect fraud patterns in POS 

data (unusual voids, refunds, or large orders) in real time. 

Support staff, not just management. AI-powered training tools adapt to how individual employees learn, 

spot skill gaps, and deliver scenario-based coaching, addressing the chronic inconsistency of training 

across shifts and locations. 

Surface insight, not just data. Perhaps the least flashy but most broadly useful application: AI can turn 

the flood of data restaurants already generate (POS, labor, inventory, guest feedback) into plain-language 

insights a busy operator can act on without running their own analysis. 

What AI still cannot reliably do, at least as of this writing, is replace the emotional intelligence of 

hospitality: reading a table that's unhappy, recovering gracefully from a service mistake, building the kind 

of relationship with a regular that keeps them coming back. The industry's own practitioners are candid 

about this. As one restaurateur put it, “What AI can't teach is the feel of the room, the polite, friendly 
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customer interaction. That still takes a mentor and experience.” The most successful operators treat AI as 

something that removes friction and frees up staff time, not something that replaces the human core of 

the business. 
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3. How to Structure a Project Around AI 

Restaurants that get value from AI treat it as a business initiative with a defined scope, owner, and 

success measure, not as a piece of software you turn on and hope for the best. A simple project 

structure works better than an ambitious one. 

Assign a single owner. Someone (ideally an owner, GM, or operations lead, not an outside consultant) 

needs to be accountable for the project. In a multi-unit operation, this might be a director of operations 

or technology; in an independent restaurant, it's usually the owner or GM. Diffuse ownership is the most 

common reason AI initiatives stall. 

Start with one problem, not a platform. The instinct to solve everything at once (“we're going to 

become an AI-powered restaurant”) is exactly backward. Pick the single operational pain point costing 

you the most money or time right now (usually labor scheduling, food cost, or phone/online order 

handling), and scope the project around fixing that one thing. 

Define success before you start. Decide, in writing, what “working” looks like: a specific percentage 

reduction in labor cost variance, a specific reduction in food waste, a specific increase in phone orders 

captured. Vague goals (“be more efficient”) make it impossible to know later whether the tool is earning 

its keep. 

Set a budget that includes more than the software fee. The subscription cost is rarely the whole cost. 

Build in time for data cleanup, staff training, a transition period of running old and new processes in 

parallel, and ongoing management attention. Underestimating this is the second most common reason 

projects stall. 

Timebox a pilot. Run the tool in a single location (or a single daypart, or a single function like scheduling) 

for a defined period (60 to 90 days is typical) before deciding to expand it. This limits your downside and 

gives you real operating data instead of a vendor's projected ROI. 

Build in a decision checkpoint. At the end of the pilot, make an explicit go/no-go/adjust decision based 

on the metrics you defined up front, not on how much has already been invested (sunk cost is a common 

trap here). 

Communicate early and often. Tell staff what's being tested, why, and what it means for them, before 

rollout, not after. This is not just good management; it directly affects adoption, which is covered further 

in Section 9. 

A lightweight project plan (owner, problem statement, success metric, budget, pilot scope, timeline, and 

communication plan) fits on a single page and is worth writing down before signing any vendor contract. 

4. Questions to Ask Yourself Before Looking for AI Solutions 
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Vendors are good at selling AI. Before you take a sales call, it's worth answering a set of honest internal 

questions: the answers will do more to determine your success than any feature comparison. 

What is actually costing us money or time right now? Look at your P&L and your calendar. Is it labor 

cost variance? Food waste? Missed phone orders during rush? Manager hours spent on scheduling or 

inventory counts by hand? Be specific: “operations” is not a problem you can solve; “we over-schedule 

by 8-10 labor hours most weekends” is. 

How clean and complete is our data? AI forecasting and analytics tools are only as good as the data 

feeding them. If your POS, inventory, and scheduling systems don't talk to each other, or your sales 

categories are a mess, that's foundational work to do before, or alongside, buying an AI tool, not after. 

What systems do we already have, and do they integrate? Many AI tools plug into an existing POS, 

payroll, or inventory system rather than replacing it. Know what you're running (and its data export/API 

capabilities) before evaluating add-ons: a tool that can't talk to your POS will create more manual work, 

not less. 

Who on our team will actually own and use this day to day? AI tools generally need a human to review 

recommendations, override edge cases, and keep the system current. If no one has the bandwidth or the 

authority to do that, the tool will decay into an expensive dashboard nobody checks. 

What's our appetite for change, honestly? A single-unit independent restaurant with a tenured, stable 

team can absorb change differently than a multi-unit operation with high turnover. Match the ambition 

of the project to your organization's actual capacity to adopt new processes. 

What would “good” look like, and how would we measure it? Tie this back to Section 3: if you can't 

describe the metric that would tell you the tool is working, you're not ready to buy it yet. 

What are we not willing to automate? Decide, before you start, which parts of the guest experience are 

non-negotiably human: greeting regulars, handling complaints, hospitality moments that define your 

brand. This protects the parts of the business that AI shouldn't touch and keeps the project focused on 

operational friction rather than guest-facing risk. 

What's our real budget, including the hidden costs? Revisit the cost categories in Section 3 (training 

time, integration work, a parallel-running period) rather than just the sticker price of the subscription, 

and see Section 6 for typical cost ranges and payback periods by use case. 

Do we have leadership buy-in beyond the person championing this? A GM excited about AI scheduling 

needs the owner's support to enforce adoption when staff resist a new process in week two. 

If you can answer these questions clearly, you are in a strong position to evaluate vendors. If you can't, 

that gap is itself useful information: it tells you where to focus before spending anything. 
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5. How AI Can Help: Applications Across the Restaurant 

This section maps AI applications to the functional areas of a restaurant operation, based on tools 

already in wide use across the industry. 

Back of house and food cost 

•​ Demand and inventory forecasting. Tools like MacromatiX use AI to forecast demand at the item 

level, guiding purchasing and prep to reduce over-ordering and spoilage. 

•​ Bar and beverage inventory. Platforms such as WISK.ai track pour costs and automate reordering, 

addressing one of the hardest categories to control manually. 

•​ Production planning. AI-guided prep sheets help kitchens produce the right quantities of the right 

items, reducing both waste and 86'd items during service. 

Labor and scheduling 

•​ AI-driven scheduling, such as Fourth iQ or HotSchedules, builds schedules from demand forecasts 

and labor rules, and has produced measurable results industry-wide: Chili's saw a 20% 

improvement in scheduling accuracy, and Thai Leisure cut over-scheduling by 22%, saving over 

56,000 hours a year. 

•​ Hiring and onboarding. Tools like PeopleMatter use AI to screen and match candidates and 

streamline “text-to-apply” hiring funnels, shrinking time-to-hire in a persistently tight labor market. 

Front of house and guest ordering 

•​ Voice AI for phone and drive-thru orders. Systems such as Kea.ai handle phone orders with natural 

language understanding; major chains including McDonald's, Wendy's, White Castle, and Carl's Jr. 

have deployed AI drive-thru ordering to improve speed and accuracy. 

•​ Self-service kiosks and apps, such as Ziosk, ChowNow, and branded ordering apps, let guests order 

and pay independently, reducing line pressure and increasing average check through consistent 

upsell prompts. 

•​ Reservations and table management, via platforms like SevenRooms, OpenTable, and Tock, use AI 

to optimize seating and turn times. 

Marketing and revenue 

•​ AI supports personalized offers, automated email/social content, and menu optimization: 28% of 

operators already use AI for marketing automation and 26% for menu optimization, per Toast's 

2025 operator survey, making marketing the most mature current use case. 

•​ Dynamic pricing and promotion tools adjust offers by time of day, demand, or location, a trend the 

Food Institute expects to accelerate through 2026. 
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Risk, safety, and loss prevention 

•​ Risk-sensing tools analyze supplier, weather, and geopolitical data to flag supply chain disruptions 

before they hit your kitchen. 

•​ Video analytics combined with POS data can flag suspicious patterns (unusual voids, large orders, 

refund abuse) in real time, supporting loss prevention. 

Insights and reporting 

Perhaps the most broadly adopted use case is also the least visible: AI-generated, plain-language 

summaries of sales, labor, and cost data that let a busy GM understand “what happened and why” 

without manually building a report. One operator using Toast IQ described completing “a complete 

menu rework that used to take weeks” in three hours. 

Not every restaurant needs all of this. The point of Sections 3 and 4 is to help you identify which two or 

three of these applications would move the needle most for your specific operation. Section 6 covers 

what these typically cost and how quickly they tend to pay back. 
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6. Cost and ROI: What to Expect 

The subscription price on a vendor's website is rarely the number that matters. Restaurants budgeting 

for AI need to think in terms of pricing model, total first-year cost, and realistic payback period, and all 

three vary widely by category. 

Pricing models vary by category. Most AI restaurant tools follow one of three pricing structures: a flat 

monthly subscription per location (common for inventory, scheduling, and back-office platforms), a 

per-seat or per-user fee (common for training and HR tools), or a usage-based or commission model 

(common for ordering and marketplace platforms, where a vendor takes a percentage of transactions). 

Published pricing for inventory and back-office platforms illustrates the range: mid-tier tools such as 

MarketMan and MarginEdge run roughly $240 to $330 per month per location, while a full back-office 

platform like Restaurant365 starts around $470 per month at the entry tier. Commission-based 

purchasing tools can look cheaper on paper (some start around $10 per month) but scale with order 

volume, and can run $500 to $1,500 per month for a restaurant purchasing $20,000 to $30,000 in goods 

monthly. 

Implementation cost is separate from subscription cost, and is often larger in year one than the 

subscription itself. Onboarding and setup fees for back-office and inventory platforms commonly range 

from around $500 for a single mid-tier tool to $2,000 to $10,000 or more for an enterprise platform, on 

top of the recurring subscription. This is the “hidden cost” flagged in Section 3: budget for it explicitly 

rather than being surprised by it after signing. 

Payback periods differ meaningfully by use case. Published industry benchmarks suggest labor 

forecasting tools tend to pay back fastest, in roughly 3 to 6 months, with reported labor cost reductions 

in the 5 to 15% range. Inventory and purchasing tools typically show payback in 6 to 12 months, with 

food cost improvements in the 2 to 5% range. Voice ordering and phone automation tools report 

payback in roughly 4 to 8 months, driven mostly by staff time savings (10 to 20% reported) rather than 

direct cost reduction. Menu engineering tools tend to be slowest, with 6 to 9 month payback and 2 to 4% 

margin growth. 

Treat vendor ROI figures as a starting estimate, not a promise. These ranges come from 

vendor-published and industry benchmark data, and real results depend heavily on how clean your data 

is and how disciplined you are about measuring against the baseline you set in Section 3. A useful 

practice: build your own simple estimate using the low end of a vendor's claimed range, not the high 

end, applied to your actual current cost in that category, and compare the resulting payback period 

against your pilot timeline (also Section 3) before committing beyond the pilot. 

Comprehensive, apples-to-apples cost data for full AI platform adoption is still thin. Unlike a single 

software category, there is no reliable industry-wide benchmark yet for what a “fully AI-enabled” 

restaurant costs to run relative to a traditional one. That's a reason to build your ROI case one use case 

at a time, per Section 5, rather than budgeting for AI as a single line item. 
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7. Risks and Limitations to Weigh 

AI adoption in restaurants carries real risks alongside the real upside, and a fair look at the technology 

means naming them before you sign a contract, not after something goes wrong. 

Data privacy and cybersecurity exposure. Voice ordering, computer vision, and guest personalization 

tools all collect meaningfully more customer and employee data than the systems they replace, which 

means more compliance surface area. Restaurants now have to navigate a patchwork of state privacy 

laws, including Illinois's Biometric Information Privacy Act and comparable statutes in California, 

Connecticut, Massachusetts, and Virginia, and the legal exposure here is not hypothetical: a 2022 Illinois 

biometric privacy case resulted in a $228 million jury award. Attorneys have also begun applying older 

statutes, such as California's 1967 Invasion of Privacy Act, to modern AI data collection in class-action 

suits. Mitigation is straightforward but not optional: disclose AI tools to guests and staff, build clear 

consent mechanisms, carry cyber liability and technology errors and omissions insurance, and involve 

legal counsel before deploying anything that collects biometric or voice data. 

Algorithmic bias in hiring and scheduling. AI hiring tools and scheduling algorithms are only as fair as 

the data they are trained on, and there is documented risk that they can perpetuate existing bias or 

reduce workforce diversity if left unchecked. This is a reason to keep a human reviewing AI-generated 

hiring shortlists and schedules, particularly early in deployment, rather than treating the algorithm's 

output as final. 

Labor law compliance, especially around scheduling. A growing number of jurisdictions, including New 

York City, Philadelphia, Chicago, Seattle, and parts of California and Oregon, have Fair Workweek or 

predictive scheduling laws that require advance schedule notice (often 14 days), “predictability pay” for 

late changes, and minimum rest periods between shifts. An AI scheduling tool optimized purely for labor 

cost can generate a schedule that is efficient and illegal at the same time; confirm your tool has 

jurisdiction-specific compliance guardrails built in, not bolted on, before relying on it. 

Over-reliance and workforce impact. Estimates of how many restaurant roles are exposed to 

automation vary widely, with one industry estimate putting it as broadly as 10% to 80% depending on 

the role, and drive-thru, cashier, and other repetitive front-of-house positions generally cited as most 

exposed. Whatever the true number, the operational risk is real: restaurants that lean on AI without 

investing in retraining and redeployment risk both morale damage and the loss of institutional 

knowledge that a good employee carries. This is the argument made in Section 9 (train for judgment, not 

just button-pushing) from the other direction: protect the human skills the business depends on, 

deliberately, rather than assuming they will survive automation on their own. 

Vendor dependency and model drift. Once operations depend on an AI tool, switching vendors gets 

harder, so data ownership and export rights belong in the contract, not as an afterthought (see Section 

8's implementation guidance on negotiating exit terms). Separately, every model can drift out of 

accuracy as your business changes; Section 10's guidance on periodic recalibration exists precisely 

because a tool that was accurate at launch is not guaranteed to stay that way. 
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None of this is an argument against adoption. It is an argument for going in with eyes open: building 

compliance and disclosure into the project plan from Section 3 rather than treating them as legal's 

problem after the fact, and sizing the pilot from Section 3 so that a risk that does materialize is caught 

early and small rather than late and expensive. 
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8. How to Implement AI 

Implementation is where most AI initiatives succeed or fail, not in the choice of vendor, but in the 

discipline of the rollout. A practical, phased approach: 

Phase 1: Prepare your data and systems (2-4 weeks). Clean up your POS categories, make sure your 

inventory counts are accurate, and confirm your systems can integrate (via API or export) with the tool 

you're evaluating. Garbage in, garbage out applies to every AI tool on the market. 

Phase 2: Choose a pilot site and vendor (2-4 weeks). Select a location that is representative of your 

broader operation, not your best-run store, which will flatter the tool, and not your worst, which may 

have problems AI alone can't fix. Shortlist 2-3 vendors, ask for references from restaurants your size, and 

negotiate a contract length that lets you exit if the pilot fails. 

Phase 3: Run the pilot in parallel (60-90 days). Keep your existing process running alongside the AI tool 

rather than replacing it outright. This gives you a direct comparison and a safety net if the new system 

misfires: an AI-generated schedule that's obviously wrong is far less costly to catch when a human is still 

cross-checking it. 

Phase 4: Train and support your team (ongoing, starting before go-live). See Section 9 in detail. Training 

is not a one-time event at rollout; it needs a designated point person for questions during the first weeks 

of live use. 

Phase 5: Evaluate against your defined metrics (at the pilot's end). Return to the success criteria you set 

in Section 3. Make an explicit decision: expand, adjust, or discontinue. Document what you learned 

either way: even a failed pilot tells you something about your data, your process, or your team that's 

worth knowing. 

Phase 6: Scale deliberately. If the pilot succeeds, roll out to additional locations or functions in waves 

rather than all at once, applying lessons from the pilot each time. Multi-unit operators in particular 

benefit from a phased rollout that lets local managers troubleshoot before the next wave begins. 

Two implementation pitfalls are worth calling out specifically. First, treating the AI tool's first 

recommendations as ground truth: every forecasting or scheduling tool needs a period of calibration 

against your actual operating patterns, and a manager's override during that period is a feature, not a 

failure of the system. Second, underestimating integration work: the biggest source of implementation 

delay is usually not the AI itself but getting your POS, payroll, and inventory systems to share data cleanly 

with it. 

9. How to Train Your Staff 

Technology adoption in restaurants succeeds or fails on the floor, not in the back office, and AI is no 

exception. Restaurant365's research found that 88% of active AI users report weekly time savings, but 

that value is only realized if staff actually use the tools as intended rather than working around them. 
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Involve staff before rollout, not just at rollout. Employees who understand why a tool is being 

introduced, and who had some voice in choosing or testing it, adopt it faster and resist it less. 

Communicate specifically what the tool will and won't change about their job. 

Frame AI as removing drudgery, not adding surveillance. The tasks AI takes off employees' plates 

(repeated inventory counts, manual scheduling paperwork, equipment checks) are generally the ones 

staff like least. Leading with that framing (rather than “we're monitoring you more closely now”) builds 

buy-in. Where a tool does involve monitoring (e.g., loss-prevention video analytics), be transparent 

about it rather than letting staff discover it. 

Use AI itself to improve training consistency. AI-powered training platforms can adapt to individual 

learning speed, flag skill gaps in real time, and deliver scenario-based coaching, directly addressing the 

classic restaurant problem of inconsistent training across shifts, trainers, and locations. Industry research 

indicates 72% of restaurant learning and development professionals report that AI has improved training 

quality. 

Designate a go-to person during rollout. New tools generate questions in the first few weeks that can't 

wait for a scheduled training session. A shift lead or assistant manager who's been trained ahead of the 

team and empowered to troubleshoot in real time prevents small confusions from turning into 

abandoned adoption. 

Train for judgment, not just button-pushing. Staff need to know not only how to use a tool but when to 

override it: an AI-suggested schedule that doesn't account for a known local event, or a reorder 

suggestion that doesn't reflect an upcoming menu change, needs a human who feels empowered to 

correct it rather than deferring blindly. 

Don't let AI training crowd out hospitality training. As AI absorbs more administrative and repetitive 

work, use the time it frees up to invest more, not less, in the skills it cannot replace: reading tables, 

recovering from service mistakes, building guest relationships. As one industry observer put it, “A great 

restaurant leader knows what not to automate”; training should reinforce that judgment explicitly, not 

just the mechanics of new software. 

Revisit training as tools evolve. AI products update frequently, sometimes changing workflows without 

much notice. Build a habit of periodic refreshers rather than treating initial training as a one-time event. 

Page 15 



AI in Restaurant Operations 

10. How to Continuously Reassess and Improve Your Use of AI 

AI implementation is not a project with a fixed end date; it's an operating capability that needs ongoing 

management, the same way you continuously manage food cost or labor cost rather than “fixing” it 

once. 

Review your defined metrics on a set cadence. Whatever success measures you set in Section 3, revisit 

them monthly or quarterly, not just at the end of the initial pilot. Tools that performed well at launch can 

drift as your menu, staffing, or guest patterns change. 

Recalibrate forecasting and scheduling models as your business changes. A new menu launch, a change 

in trading hours, a nearby competitor opening or closing, a shift in your customer base: all of these 

change the patterns a forecasting tool learned from. Build a habit of checking model accuracy against 

actuals rather than assuming a tool “set and forget” stays accurate indefinitely. 

Track the barriers, not just the wins. Restaurant365's research found the main reasons operators 

hesitate to expand AI use are data privacy concerns (37%), confidence in accuracy (34%), implementation 

cost (29%), and simply not knowing where to start (18%). Periodically ask your own team which of these, 

if any, are showing up as friction; it's often easier to surface in a debrief than in daily operations. 

Benchmark against peers. The share of operators who say they're “extremely likely” to adopt 

competitive benchmarking tools rose four points in a single year (to 42%), reflecting growing appetite for 

comparing your costs, service, and efficiency against similar restaurants. Use this as a gut check on 

whether your AI-driven metrics are actually competitive, not just improved relative to your own past. 

Watch for tool sprawl. As AI tools proliferate (one for scheduling, one for inventory, one for marketing, 

one for guest messaging), periodically audit whether they're still integrated and whether your team is 

actually using all of them. Consolidating or retiring underused tools is as much a part of continuous 

improvement as adding new ones. 

Reassess the human/AI boundary you set. Revisit the list of things you decided not to automate 

(Section 4) periodically. As trust in a tool grows, some of those boundaries may reasonably shift; as new 

tools emerge, new boundaries may need to be drawn. 

Stay current, deliberately. AI capability in this space is moving quickly: the tools and adoption rates cited 

throughout this paper will look different within a year or two. Assign someone (even informally) to track 

new capabilities relevant to your operation, rather than relying on vendor sales outreach to surface 

what's changed. 

Keep listening to your team. The staff using these tools daily will notice friction and opportunities before 

a quarterly report will. A standing, low-friction channel for frontline feedback on AI tools (a recurring 

agenda item in manager meetings is enough) keeps improvement continuous rather than reactive. 
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Conclusion 

AI is not going to run your restaurant for you, and any vendor who implies otherwise is selling something 

other than what the technology can actually deliver. What it can do (reliably, and increasingly affordably 

for independent and multi-unit operators alike) is remove friction from the parts of the business that are 

hardest to run consistently by hand: forecasting demand, building schedules, tracking inventory, 

answering the phone, and turning raw data into decisions a manager can act on. 

The operators pulling ahead are not the ones chasing every new AI product. They are the ones who did 

the unglamorous work first: getting honest about where the money and time are actually being lost, 

cleaning up their data, defining what success looks like before signing a contract, running a real pilot, 

training their teams thoughtfully, and treating the whole effort as an ongoing discipline rather than a 

one-time purchase. That is the difference between AI as a genuine operational advantage and AI as an 

expensive dashboard nobody opens. 

The fundamentals of the business haven't changed. Guests still come back because the food was good, 

the service was warm, and the experience felt worth what they paid. Used well, AI simply gives operators 

more time, better information, and fewer avoidable mistakes in service of that same goal. 
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AI in Restaurant Operations 

This white paper reflects publicly available industry research as of August 2026. Statistics and adoption 
rates in this fast-moving space should be expected to change; operators are encouraged to seek current 
data when making investment decisions. 
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