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Q U I C K  V E R D I C T

Straight verdict: the industry gap is not about software, it is about data maturity.
Restaurants spend only 1.97% of gross annual revenue on technology (Hospitality
Technology, 2025) and just 24% already use AI for forecasting and demand while 41% say
they are very likely to adopt it (Toast, 2025). Sitting at the right level —from the register
that only charges to the model that predicts— is worth 5% to 15% more revenue through
personalization (Toast, 2025). This analysis is a synthesis of real public data, not a
proprietary sample.

🔬  M a s t e r e s t a u r a n t  S t u d y  /  S e c t o r  S y n t h e s i s Expert synthesis · cited industry sources · 14 min read

· 2026-07-09

INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY OF MASTERESTAURANT® — EXCLUSIVE FOR SECTOR LEADERS

This document is a <strong>Masterestaurant Data Maturity Analysis 2026</strong>: an expert synthesis of real
public industry data, read by a senior consultant, not primary research with a proprietary sample. The figures it
organizes, published by the National Restaurant Association, Toast, Statista, Lightspeed, PAR Technology and
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Hospitality Technology across 2025-2026, are interpreted by Diego F. Parra at Masterestaurant.

The index axis is simple and brutal: almost every restaurant has a point of sale that <em>charges</em>, but
very few have a system that <em>decides</em>. With tech spend at just <strong>1.97% of gross
revenue</strong> (Hospitality Technology, 2025) and only <strong>6%</strong> using AI for customer order-
taking (NRA, 2026), most operations are stuck at level 1 (the cash register) while believing they are digitized.

The synthesis window is 2025-2026. The limitation is honest: sources mostly cover the U.S. market and large
chains, and the healthy range per segment the method proposes is a consultant reading, not a certified
threshold. Diego F. Parra has seen the same curve across +8,400 restaurants in 43 countries over 20 years:
author authority context, never the source of any figure in this index.

S I D E - B Y- S I D E  C O M PA R I S O N

Side-by-side comparison

LOW LEVEL (CASH

REGISTER)

HIGH LEVEL (PREDICTIVE MODEL)

AI use for demand forecasting
(2025)

✕ 24% already use it (Toast,
2025)

✓ 41% very likely to adopt (Toast, 2025)

AI in customer order-taking ✕ Only 6% use it (NRA,
2026)

✓ 81% plan to expand AI in booking/ordering
(Toast, 2025)

Tech spend as % of gross
revenue

✕ 1.97% average (Hospitality
Technology, 2025)

✓ 60% of 2026 investment goes to customer
experience (NRA, 2026)

Personalization impact on
revenue

✕ 0% without actionable data ✓ +5% to +15% revenue (Toast, 2025)

Voice AI drive-thru accuracy
(Q4 2025)

✕ No order automation ✓ >90% across +200 McDonald's (QSR Pro,
2026)

Online or phone order data ✕ No pattern reading ✓ 67% of revenue comes from that channel
(Lightspeed, 2025)

Loyalty as behavioral data ✕ 48% enrolled, no analytical
use (PAR, 2025)

✓ +32% annual member spend vs non-
members (Businessdasher, 2025)

Finding 1 — Is the industry gap about software or data maturity?
The gap is not about software: it is about data maturity, because the average restaurant already pro‐
duces the data and almost never turns it into a decision.

Only 1.97% of gross annual revenue goes to technology, a figure from Hospitality Technology (2025), and just
24% of operators already use AI for forecasting and demand, reports Toast (2025). The point of sale collects
payment; it does not decide. The pattern repeats across kitchens large and small: almost all have a register, al‐
most none a system that triggers a different purchase or shift this week. The symptom does not change by city.
With only 6% using AI for customer order-taking, per the National Restaurant Association (2026), most remain at

www.masterestaurant.com · Original Study - Masterestaurant Restaurant Data Maturity Index 2026 Page 2 of 11



level 1 (the cash register), convinced they are digitized. The wall is not budget. It is that nobody reads the dash‐
board. Just 1.97% of gross annual revenue: that is what an average restaurant spends on technology, according
to Hospitality Technology (2025), a figure that debunks the 'digital transformation' talk.

Finding 2 — How much does a restaurant really invest in technology?
Heading into 2026, 60% of that investment goes toward improving the customer experience, per the
National Restaurant Association (2026), not toward the intelligence that decides purchasing or staffing.

That is where the logjam starts. An operator shows off an order screen and a loyalty app (48% of diners already
enrolled, up from 46% the year before, a figure from PAR Technology 2025) while food cost drifts unnoticed. At
Masterestaurant, with Diego F. Parra, the order runs the other way: first the data that corrects the register, then
the storefront. Out of every dollar spent on technology, less than two cents remain, and those cents need to go
to decisions, not decor. Because every digital order already carries its own forecast inside it: time, channel, item
and average check, data ready to read demand before it happens. 67% of an average restaurant's revenue now
runs through online or phone channels, a figure from Lightspeed (2025), and worldwide delivery is projected at
USD 1.51 trillion for 2026, per Statista (2026).

Finding 3 — Why is the online flow already an unread predictive model?
The U.S. alone hit around 432 billion in 2025, according to Business of Apps (2025).

With that history on hand, barely 24% of operators already use AI for forecasting, reports Toast (2025), even
though 41% call themselves very likely to join in. Register data records what already happened. Online data,
read well, buys what comes next. Whoever ignores that flow does not lose an app: they lose their crystal ball.
Cultural before technical, that is what this jump is: with only 1.97% of revenue going to technology, a figure from
Hospitality Technology (2025), there is more budget than there is the one thing missing, the habit of checking
the dashboard daily. That is 'decision intelligence' in practice: the metric is not how many screens are on, but
how many purchases changed this week. Managers with an open dashboard who never touch a single purchase
order: that scene repeats across operations of every size.

Finding 4 — Is the jump from level 2 to 3 technical or cultural?
The contrast with sector intent is stark (81% of operators plan to expand AI use in reservations and or‐
dering, per Toast 2025), but intent is not habit.

Level 3 starts on Monday, when food cost, which should sit between 28% and 35% per the National Restaurant
Association, gets corrected by what the dashboard showed on Sunday. That is where data stops decorating and
starts running the place. Executing the decision without a human in the loop is what separates level 5 from sim‐
ply having AI installed. Wendy's FreshAI cut 22 seconds per order and lifted upsell attempts 15% at its locations,
per Wendy's Investor Day (2025). McDonald's voice already exceeds 90% accuracy across more than 200 U.S.
locations heading into Q4 2025, a figure from QSR Pro (2026), and White Castle rolled its voice AI out to more
than 100 drive-thru lanes during 2025, reports Restaurant Technology News (2025).

Finding 5 — What separates level 5 from just 'having AI'?
That is where the loop closes on its own, with nobody signing off on each step. Even so, barely 6% of
restaurants use AI for customer ordering, according to the National Restaurant Association (2026):
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the spearhead remains large chains. Level 5 is not bought, it is built up from level 2, and without clean data AI
just automates the error faster. It gets capitalized by turning enrollment into prediction: that is the mechanism,
not stacking points on a mailing list. Personalization lifts revenue between 5% and 15%, per Toast (2025), and
members of loyalty programs spend +32% a year versus non-members, a figure from Businessdasher (2025).
Enrollment reached 48% of diners in 2025 (46% the year before) and weekly engagement jumped to 47%, up
from 34% in 2023, reports PAR Technology (2025). Every point on that curve is actionable data, and at
Masterestaurant we frame it this way: the program is not a stamp card, it is the base of a model that knows what
to offer and when.

Finding 6 — How does data maturity cash in on loyalty and personalization?
Customer interest is already there (64% of adults say they want to order by voice, and 82% cite speed,
per Hostie AI 2025). The mature restaurant does not stack points.

It stacks signals and turns them into margin. By reading the data it already pays for, not by buying AI: that is the
real starting point at level 1. With only 1.97% of revenue going to technology, a figure from Hospitality
Technology (2025), and 67% of sales already running through digital channels, per Lightspeed (2025), the raw
material is paid for and untouched. The first move is watching food cost within the 28%-35% range set by the
National Restaurant Association, using what the register already captures. The second is reading that digital
flow to anticipate demand. At Masterestaurant, with Diego F. Parra, the sequence never changes: decide better
with what you already have first, then automate. Cash flow remains the leading cause of stress and closure for
small businesses, reports Inc., and no voice-AI drive-thru saves whoever does not read their margin.

Finding 7 — Where does a restaurant stuck at level 1 begin?
The 24% already forecasting with AI, per Toast (2025), did not get there through budget. They got there
by watching the dashboard and acting.

Buying more software is not the difference that decides; using the data already on hand is. Nearly seven of
every ten dollars an average restaurant rings up (67%, Lightspeed 2025) already arrive through an online or
phone channel, each ticket stamped with time, item and check size: a demand forecast sitting unused. Double
the tech budget of every restaurant in the industry and most would still be stuck at level 2: the problem is not
how much gets spent (just 1.97% of revenue, per Hospitality Technology 2025) but that almost nobody checks
the result before deciding. That habit, not the tool, is what Masterestaurant calls 'decision intelligence.' Having AI
installed is not the same as having AI that decides without a human checking in. In 2025, FreshAI saved
Wendy's 22 seconds per order and lifted upsell 15%; by 2026, McDonald's already runs above 90% accuracy
across more than 200 locations, per QSR Pro.

Finding 8 — What separates one level from the next
Neither case is a pilot: in both, the model moves the contribution margin on its own.

P O I N T  B Y  P O I N T
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A/B analysis: low level vs high level by lever

DEMAND FORECASTING

A ·  L O W  L E V E L ( C A S H  R E G I S T E R )

Purchasing by eye; outside the 24% using
AI (Toast, 2025)

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Purchasing and

shifts tuned to the prediction

Verdict: Forecasting is the most profitable jump: it turns the 67% of online revenue (Lightspeed,
2025) into a predictive series with no new software.

ORDER-TAKING

A ·  L O W  L E V E L ( C A S H  R E G I S T E R ) 100%

manual; outside the 6% with AI (NRA,
2026)

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Voice AI with

>90% accuracy (McDonald's, QSR Pro
2026)

Verdict: High level does not remove hospitality: it automates the repetitive (22 s/order less,
Wendy's 2025) and frees the team for the human part.

LOYALTY

A ·  L O W  L E V E L ( C A S H  R E G I S T E R ) Mailing

list, 48% enrolled without analytical use
(PAR, 2025)

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Predictive

behavioral data

Verdict: Members spend +32% a year (Businessdasher, 2025): loyalty is the most underused
data and the fastest immediate return.
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TECH INVESTMENT

A ·  L O W  L E V E L ( C A S H  R E G I S T E R )

Software contracted without watching the
dashboard

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T 1.97% of

revenue turned into decisions (H.
Technology, 2025)

Verdict: Level is not bought: whoever reads data better wins, not whoever spends most. Maturity
is cultural before technical.

S I D E - B Y- S I D E  C O M PA R I S O N

Level 1-2: the register that only charges R E A C T I V E

A POS that records sales but does not feed decisions: tech spend stuck at 1.97% of gross revenue
(Hospitality Technology, 2025).

✕

No forecasting: outside the 24% already using AI for demand (Toast, 2025); purchasing is done 'by
eye' and food cost variance surfaces only at month-end.

✕

Customer orders 100% manual: outside the 6% using AI in order-taking (NRA, 2026).✕

Loyalty as a mailing list, not data: 48% of diners enrolled without exploiting the +32% member spend
(PAR/Businessdasher, 2025).

✕

Menu decisions by intuition, with no menu engineering or contribution margin per dish.✕
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Level 4-5: the model that predicts M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T

Operational demand forecasting: within the 24% already using it and the 41% who will adopt it (Toast,
2025), with purchasing and shifts tuned to the prediction.

✓

AI in ordering and voice: >90% drive-thru accuracy (+200 McDonald's, QSR Pro 2026) and 22 s less
per order with +15% upsell (Wendy's FreshAI, 2025).

✓

Personalization that moves the till: +5% to +15% revenue from data-driven recommendations (Toast,
2025).

✓

Loyalty as a predictive engine: 47% weekly engagement in 2025 from 34% in 2023 (PAR, 2025), read
for retention and average ticket.

✓

Live KPI dashboards: prime cost, break-even and table turnover in real time, not in a month-end
spreadsheet.

✓

S I D E - B Y- S I D E  C O M PA R I S O N

Side-by-side comparison

LOW LEVEL (CASH

REGISTER)

HIGH LEVEL (PREDICTIVE MODEL)

AI use for demand forecasting
(2025)

✕ 24% already use it (Toast,
2025)

✓ 41% very likely to adopt (Toast, 2025)

AI in customer order-taking ✕ Only 6% use it (NRA,
2026)

✓ 81% plan to expand AI in booking/ordering
(Toast, 2025)

Tech spend as % of gross
revenue

✕ 1.97% average (Hospitality
Technology, 2025)

✓ 60% of 2026 investment goes to customer
experience (NRA, 2026)

Personalization impact on
revenue

✕ 0% without actionable data ✓ +5% to +15% revenue (Toast, 2025)

Voice AI drive-thru accuracy
(Q4 2025)

✕ No order automation ✓ >90% across +200 McDonald's (QSR Pro,
2026)

Online or phone order data ✕ No pattern reading ✓ 67% of revenue comes from that channel
(Lightspeed, 2025)

Loyalty as behavioral data ✕ 48% enrolled, no analytical
use (PAR, 2025)

✓ +32% annual member spend vs non-
members (Businessdasher, 2025)

T H E  N U M B E R S  T H AT  M AT T E R
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The 2026 scorecard in six figures

V ISUAL I ZAT ION

The numbers, visualized

24%
already use AI for forecasting and
demand; 41% very likely to adopt

6%
use AI in customer order-taking (drive-thru voice)

1.97%
of gross annual revenue
restaurants spend on technology

67%
of revenue comes from online or phone orders

15%
revenue increase from data-driven

personalization (range 5-15%)

90%
voice AI accuracy across +200
McDonald's drive-thrus (Q4 2025)

www.masterestaurant.com · Original Study - Masterestaurant Restaurant Data Maturity Index 2026 Page 8 of 11



already use AI for forecasting and demand; 41% very likely to adopt

24%

use AI in customer order-taking (drive-thru voice)

6%

of gross annual revenue restaurants spend on technology

1.97%

of revenue comes from online or phone orders

67%

revenue increase from data-driven personalization (range 5-15%)

15%

voice AI accuracy across +200 McDonald's drive-thrus (Q4 2025)

90%

Sources: Toast 2025 · National Restaurant Association 2026 · Hospitality Technology 2025 · Lightspeed 2025 · QSR
Pro 2026

Chart by masterestaurant.com

R E A L  C A S E

“The mistake I see again and again is confusing having a POS with having data. A three-location full
service group thought they were at level 4 because their register recorded everything. When we broke it
down: zero demand forecasting, zero loyalty reading, food cost variance discovered at month-end. They
were at level 2. We switched on forecasting over the data they already had —the 67% of revenue already
traveling through online orders, per Lightspeed 2025— and in one quarter the purchasing and shift
adjustment moved the contribution margin without buying a single new piece of software. Data maturity is
not bought; it is decided by looking at the dashboard.”

— Diego F. Parra, founder of Masterestaurant, on reading the index

H O W  T O  A P P LY  I T  I N  Y O U R  R E S TA U R A N T
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How to place your restaurant on the index

1 1. Measure your real starting point
Calculate what % of gross revenue you spend on technology and compare it to the 1.97%
industry average (Hospitality Technology, 2025). Then ask how much of that spend produces a
weekly DECISION. If your POS only charges, you are at level 1-2 even with software invoices.
Level is measured by decisions triggered, not tools contracted.

2 2. Turn on forecasting over the data you already have
67% of your revenue already travels through online or phone orders (Lightspeed, 2025): that is
your historical demand series. Join the 24% already using AI for forecasting (Toast, 2025) by
tuning purchasing, waste and shifts to the prediction. This is the level 2-to-3 jump and it requires
no POS replacement, only reading it.

3 3. Convert loyalty into behavioral data
48% of diners are enrolled in loyalty programs (PAR, 2025) and members spend +32% a year
(Businessdasher, 2025). Stop treating loyalty as a mailing list: use it to predict retention,
average ticket and frequency. With 47% weekly engagement in 2025 from 34% in 2023 (PAR,
2025), loyalty is the most underused data in the industry.

4 4. Close the loop with AI that acts
Level 5 is AI deciding on the margin, not a pilot existing. References: Wendy's FreshAI (22 s
less/order, +15% upsell, 2025) and McDonald's (>90% accuracy across +200 drive-thrus, QSR
Pro 2026). Don't copy the technology; copy the principle: automate the repetitive decision on
unit economics and free the team for the hospitality the machine can't give.

FA Q

Frequently asked questions about restaurant data maturity

What is a restaurant's data maturity?

It is the degree to which your operation turns the data it already generates into decisions. It goes from level 1
(the register only charges) to level 5 (AI predicts and acts). With only 24% of the industry using AI for forecasting
(Toast, 2025), most live at low levels even with a POS.

How much should I spend on technology to level up?

The industry spends just 1.97% of gross revenue (Hospitality Technology, 2025), and 60% of 2026 investment
will go to customer experience (NRA, 2026). But level is not bought: whoever reads their existing data better
climbs faster than whoever contracts the most software without watching the dashboard.
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Is restaurant AI real yet or just pilots?

It is real and in production. McDonald's passed 90% accuracy across +200 drive-thrus (QSR Pro, 2026) and
Wendy's FreshAI cut 22 s per order with +15% upsell (2025). AI has moved from pilots to deployments in drive-
thru, pricing and back-office, per Forbes 2025 coverage.

Where do I start if I'm at the lowest level?

With forecasting over the data you already have: 67% of your revenue already travels through online or phone
orders (Lightspeed, 2025). Tune purchasing and shifts to that historical series before buying anything new. That
is the most profitable jump on the index and requires no POS replacement.

D ATA  &  S O U R C E S

Sector data 2026 (official sources)

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

Metric Benchmark 2026 Source

Comercios de Square
totalmente sin efectivo en
EE.UU.

60% de los comercios se reportan
completamente cashless

CoinLaw — Square Pay Statistics
2025

Mercado global de pagos sin
contacto a 2033

USD 196.180 millones para 2033
Astute Analytica (GlobeNewswire) —
Contactless Payment Market 2025

Mercado global de sistemas
POS para restaurantes (2025)

USD 16.430 millones en 2025, hacia
USD 27.800 millones en 2033 (CAGR
6,8%)

SkyQuest — Restaurant POS
Systems Market [2033]

Reparto de despliegue POS
en la nube vs. on-premise

POS en la nube 61% frente a 39% on-
premise

Restroworks — Restaurant
Technology Industry Statistics

Reducción de desperdicio con
IA en Chipotle

30% menos desperdicio manteniendo
99,8% de disponibilidad de menú

Supy — Using AI to Reduce Food
Waste 2025

Desperdicio anual de
alimentos en restaurantes de
EE.UU.

USD 162.000 millones al año en costos
relacionados con comida

The Restaurant HQ — Restaurant
Food Waste Statistics 2025
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