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F
ueled by consumer demand for convenience, digital restaurant sales are skyrocketing. 

Diners are more connected than ever before, and digital engagement influ-
ences 40% of restaurant visits today, according to “The Restaurant Digital Cross-
roads: The Race to Meet Guest Expectations” from BRP Consulting. More and 

more consumers — not just millennials and Gen Z —are expecting digital ordering. Today 
only 6% of restaurant sales are transacted digitally; but by 2025, digital restaurant sales 
will account for 30%, or $30 billion, of all restaurant sales, according to the study.

Meeting consumers’ increasing expectations for speed and convenience can pose 
challenges for restaurant operators and the digital ordering solutions that are utilized. 

In this Roadmap, Hospitality Technology gathers insights and best practices from  
restaurant operators who have embarked upon a digital journey. Here are six strategic 
steps to ensure a smooth transition to offering tech-driven ordering options.   

By Anna Wolfe, Senior Editor
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Getting Digital Ordering Right 
6 STEPS FOR RESTAURANTS TO HAVE A FAIL-PROOF DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION

SPONSORED BY

Kenji’s has online ordering integrated 
with its POS for optimal efficiency.



1 STEP ONE: Start with One Uniform POS
For Saladworks (https://www.saladworks.com), it was essential to get its 100 lo-
cations on one cloud-based point-of-sale (POS) system to maximize efficiencies 
and data insights. 

“Legacy systems, while they talk about the ability to ‘do online,’ they’re clunky and 
hard to make work (with digital ordering),” says Patrick Sugrue, president and CEO of Sal-
adworks, based in Conshohocken, Pa. “In our case having a cloud-based POS with an 
open API is crucial.”  

Before upgrading its technology stack in 2017, the fast-casual brand known for its 
made-to-order salads was using five POS systems and had been selling its food online for 
more than five years; these disparate and separate systems led to data inconsistencies. 
For example, budget categories and how things were accounted for varied from system to 
system. To do any type of analytics or reporting required going into the dashboard of each 
of the POS systems.

There needed to be “a uniform option” across the brand to benefit the company, fran-
chisees and guests, stresses Sugrue. Saladworks updated its technology stack to establish 
a unified brand presence across every channel. The fast-casual salad concept selected 
Dovetail Systems Inc.’s Gusto (www.gustofb.com)  POS system (www.dovetail.com)  as its 
omni-channel digital platform. 

2 STEP TWO: Integrate POS with Rest of Tech Stack
To create a digital ordering experience that’s frictionless for the guest and opti-
mized for the back-of-house, operators  stress the need for the POS to be inte-
grated with other key programs. What comprises that integrated solution varies 

depending on the operator.
For Kenji’s Ramen & Grill (https://kenjisramen.com), which operates one location in 

Vancouver, Wash., a must-have is online ordering that’s integrated with its POS, which 
saves time transcribing orders from a fax or email, explains Kenn Pluard, owner/CEO. 

 “This eliminates double entry and with menus ever-changing, it’s much less work to 
manage the menus,” he adds. 

Online Ordering. The need for online ordering became apparent to Kenji’s shortly after 
it added online ordering earlier this year through a third-party delivery service. When its 
restaurant management platform, Upserve (www.upserve.com), launched integrated on-
line ordering with the Breadcrumbs POS a few months later, Kenji’s was one of the first to 
adopt the solution. 
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Noodles & Co. 
rolled out quick 
pickup in  
February.



I N F O G R A P H I C   S P O N S O R E D  B Y

How Personalization & Digital  
Drive Diners’ Decisions 
From mobility to marketing, here are key reasons and ways  
for a restaurant to create a comprehensive mobile experience.
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of customers would visit a restaurant 
more often if they offered online  
ordering. For pre-ordering and  
pickup, online ordering influences  
73% of diners’ decisions.

65%

of guests prefer online ordering  

for family or group orders.

93%

of guests will choose takeout based  

on ability to place an order via  

mobile device.

54%

THE IMPACT OF PERSONALIZED COMMUNICATION
Percentage of diners that will choose a restaurant if they  

receive offers based on their dining history…

Dine-in 
39%

Takeout
42%

of customers prefer  
to order directly  
from a restaurant 
mobile website  
or mobile app.

55% prefer to order from a 
third-party site, but that 
means restaurants have 
to have a strong digital 
ordering strategy and 
execution! 

Source: HT’s 2018 Customer Engagement Technology Study 

55% ONLY 8%8%

65%

93%

54%

ORDER

Don’t lose marketshare to third-party delivery  
or ordering services…



However,  Kenji’s has stopped using the third-party delivery service for two reasons: 
one, the 35% transaction fees and two, the ordering was not integrated into its POS, so 
orders made through the service had to be manually re-entered, explains Pluard. “It takes 
so much time to do that (re-enter orders), and there’s more chance for errors.” 

Switching to a system that has integrated online ordering also saves labor; Pluard 
estimates about five minutes per order. Plus the integration streamlines the restaurant’s 
workflow so that once orders are accepted they go directly to the kitchen display system 
“so it’s very effective,” he adds.

Even though Kenji’s has been selling online for less than a year, “online orders are a small 
and growing part of our business and account for 10% of monthly revenue,” Pluard says.

Third-Party Delivery. Third-party delivery services can give restaurants of all sizes ex-
posure to new customers and add the convenience of delivery for new and old alike. When 
orders placed through the third-party delivery service are not integrated directly into the 
restaurant’s POS, it can be a pain point for the operator.

Luckily there are solutions available. Tillster Delivery integrates orders from third-party 
delivery sites seamlessly into POS systems, while offering the added benefit of allowing 
the restaurant to own customer data. 

Uber Eats recently launched two APIs: the Menu API allows participating restaurant 
chains to create and modify menus in real time while the Order API pushes new order 
notifications and allows order download from Uber Eats. Panda Express is one of the first 
restaurant chains to take advantage of Uber Eats’ new Menu and Order APIs and worked 
with NovaDine to integrate both into their POS earlier this year.

While third-party delivery may not make sense for some restaurant operators, many 
others are interested in implementing it. Las Vegas-based Teriyaki Madness (https://teri-
yakimadness.com) now uses a variety of third-party delivery services after testing the wa-
ters with in-house delivery at five of its 45 locations. “What we found is that it is not worth 
the time, cost and headache to do delivery (in-house),” says Jodi Boyce, vice president of 
marketing at Teriyaki Madness. “Giving a 20-30% commission, although painful, is not 
that far off what it would cost us, minus the headache.” 

The Asian-fast casual brand can seamlessly accept orders from select third-party de-
livery sites. “The integration is key to making it simple for the franchises. That’s important,” 
adds Boyce.
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Teriyaki Madness uses a 
variety of third-party delivery 

services at 45 locations.



Deepening its options, Teriyaki Madness plans to add a delivery option to its mobile 
ordering app in the future. “It is changing so fast. I don’t think we will go off other sites. 
Customer buying habits can be so hard to change. We don’t want to lose them.”

Kitchen Display System 
A POS that’s not only integrated with the digital ordering system but also with the kitchen 
display system (KDS) is essential for smooth back-of-house operations for fast casual 
brands where complicated, made-to-order dishes are the norm.

“Our manufacturing menu is complex,” explains Emily Schepis, director of channel de-
velopment at Noodles & Co. https://www.noodles.com “There is a lot of customization 
available with our dishes.”

About a year-and-half ago, the 400-store chain rolled out a digital ordering program 
with Olo that’s integrated with the POS and KDS. “The whole process is interconnected,” 
Schepis says. “The only manual part is in maintaining the online menu,” she said. 

Loyalty Program. A digital ordering app that is also integrated seamlessly with the 
operator’s loyalty program is essential to meet customers’ digital expectations. Trying 
to integrate its loyalty program with digital ordering was a major pain point for Sharky’s 
Woodfired Mexican Grill, based in Westlake Village, Calif.

Sharky’s began offering online ordering 11 years ago, and all of its 30 locations have 
been offering digital ordering for about two years. Its “biggest stumbling block” came five 
years ago when it looked into integrating its loyalty program that had 100,000 mem-
bers, explains COO David Goldstein. Sharky’s wanted to migrate its traditional loyalty 
program to an app that could remain on trend with the digital ordering space and grow  
with the company. 

“It wasn’t physically daunting with the number of stores we had,” he says. But the 
caveat was the dropout rate. “We began reading industry research and talking with folks 
who migrated their loyalty programs. About 40% stopped being loyalty program mem-
bers when it was migrated to an app.”

In the end Sharky’s took the long view and made the switch to a digital ordering solu-
tion that’s integrated with a loyalty program. 

“It was important for folks using online ordering to earn points, redeem and be able to 
use a gift card as a method to pay,” explains Goldstein. “The migration could not be done 
in a way that was as seamless as we had hoped.” The loyalty program was offline for three 
weeks during the transition to Paytronix loyalty, then the members had to re-enroll. 

3 STEP THREE: Tap into Full Potential of Data from Digital Sources
Operators need to harness the power of their integrated systems and seize the op-
portunity to obtain the pertinent data to better understand their customers, advises 
Tillster (www.tillster.com), a global provider of digital ordering and engagement solu-

tions for restaurants.
Digital ordering can be a data goldmine, empowering operators with operational and 

customer insights. Having a fully integrated solution is essential in mining these data points.
“There are great opportunities to understand how people come to use you,” says Gold-

stein about the benefits of digital ordering, which has increased 34% to account for 7% of 
Sharky’s revenue.

“Five years ago, we had insights into what people were ordering, how using us. Now we 
have a different sets of data points because of our app,” says Goldstein. Age, purchase 
frequency, intent, how they use loyalty are just a few of the data points collected. 

“We can acknowledge them in a way to say thank you or ping them in a way that’s 
personal and timely,” he adds. These personalized offers are empowered by the data, and 
“the data is rich and getting richer every day.”
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With these great insights come great 
responsibility, and operators need to 
make sure they’re adhering to best 
practices. 

“One of the key pieces of building 
this is the need for third-party vendors 
who are experts in keeping data secure,” 
stresses Goldstein. “Using EMV, encryp-
tion, keeping data away from everything 
else is critical.” 

4 STEP FOUR: Align Tech  
and Marketing Strategies
Operators can take these data 
insights to personalize the dig-

ital ordering experience, which isn’t 
possible in-store.  Operators agree that 
fewer, but targeted messages are more 
impactful when it comes to marketing. 
For Teriyaki Madness, that may be two 
or three offers a month. For Sharky’s, 
there may as many as five.   

“About 50% of our transactions are 
loyalty-based,” says Goldstein. “We 
take their transactions seriously. We try 
not to violate the relationship.” 

In addition to not over communicating, brands should do A/B testing with messaging 
to ensure they are using the most persuasive language, advises Tillster. This is not limited 
to SMS or email messages but also includes the ranking of best-selling or most expensive 
items on the menu board. Change it up and see what performs best. 

Collecting data points, including transactional and customer data, is a good idea, but 
sometimes sifting through them can be overwhelming. This is where an experienced part-
ner with data science and analytics expertise can help, says Tillster.

Taking that data and translating it into actionable consumer insights is key. “What I’ve 
learned is that it is crucial to have a thirst for consumer insights that can’t be quenched,” 
says Sugrue. “You need to be constantly learning more about your customer and other 
segments that you’re not reaching and how to expand.”

It’s important for operators to “leverage technology to deliver customer service” the 
way today’s customer defines it, Sugrue says. “Years ago customer experience was look-
ing them in the eye, making good suggestion on a beverage,. Today so many guests don’t 
want to interact with you. They’d rather plug in their order on their phone or a kiosk and 
just pick up their order.” 

5 STEP FIVE: Invest Time & Budget in Training
It’s important to take the time to train your employees. For Teriyaki Madness, this 
was the reason behind the two-part launch of its app. The fresh Asian fast casual 
franchise worked with Olo and Punchh to create a digital ordering solution that in-

cludes an order-ahead app, and started rolling out the solution in June to its 45 locations. 
The goal was to get employees trained and familiar with the new system before the Q1 2019 
launch of loyalty, which Boyce describes as “more complicated from a training perspective.” 

Getting customers up to speed on new systems is worth mentioning. In February, Noo-
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loyalty  
program was 
its biggest 
obstacle in 
creating an 
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digital  
solution.

3For Salad-
works, having 
a POS with 
open APIs is 
essential.



dles & Co. rolled out quick-pickup in February after 
seven years of online ordering that required customers 
to pay and pickup at the register.

Nowadays when guests use the app to order, they 
pay ahead and pickup. When they arrive in-store, the 
order is there and ready, “so you don’t have to talk to 
somebody if you don’t want to. You skip the line com-
pletely,” says Schepis

At first it wasn’t a frictionless experience. Those first 
couple of weeks, customers would come and and look 
around and staff would direct them to the pickup area, 
she explains.  Customers too helped train other guests.

“That person doing quick pickup is showing organ-
ically, ‘This is how you do it.’ Some of our guests are 
training other guests on how to do this process,” says Schepis.

Noodles & Co. is testing a variety of pickup areas.  Some of the shelving units are near 
the POS, some are against the wall, some are on the counter. “In some cases it’s very 
obvious what it is,” Schepis explains.  “There’s signage. In others, it is not intuitive due 
to time and access. The thought was to have something there to see how people use it 
and then we’d look back at it.”

In all of Saladworks remodeled stores, the customer pickup area is near the front door. 
“Today’s consumer is sophisticated and has done this before,” says Sugrue. “This is not 
their first rodeo.” They’re also not willing to wait. “They expect you to use technology to 
get it to them quickly. They don’t want to wait. They don’t want to pay; they want to pick 
it up. The consumer has high expectations of performance and they expect to get what 
they want.”

6 STEP SIX: Commit to Continual Improvements
Expect consumer expectations to rise as digital ordering evolves. And to meet 
these expectations, operators will need to budget appropriately for these continual 
enhancements, operators tell HT. 

“The next version of the iPhone comes out every three months,” says Sugrue. “Con-
sumers are always expecting new and improved. If you are not prepared … your outlook 
is not good.”

For Saladworks, that means working on a few new initiatives, including testing kiosks 
in a few high-volume stores. It’s all part of Saladworks continual efforts to improve digital 
customer engagement.

Sugrue says it’s important for operators to “leverage technology to deliver customer 
service” the way today’s customer defines it. “Years ago customer experience was look-
ing them in the eye, making good suggestion on a beverage,” he says. “Today so many 
guests don’t want to interact with you. They’d rather plug in their order on their phone or 
a kiosk and just pick up their order.” 

Sharky’s Goldstein agrees with the need to stay on top of evolving technology. “You’ve 
got to throw a lot of money at it,” says Goldstein. “No matter how much is budgeted there 
is more to do. No matter how good it is today, tomorrow there will be something new.” 

Sharky’s plans to continue to enhance its user experience. “For the winners, it will be 
about offering customers a seamless experience — no matter how or from where they’re 
ordering,” he says. 

As restaurants continue to refine their digital ordering experience, Goldstein offers up 
this advice: “Operators should be thinking about the experience they want their guests to 
have every step of the way, from online ordering, in-store pickup and third-party delivery,” 
says Goldstein. “It has to be representative of who you are.” HT
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E X E C U T I V E  I N S I G H T

Improve the Guest Experience Through Better 
Data Management

What is the key to providing a  
superior guest experience?
HOPE NEIMAN: It is impera-
tive that digital ordering and 
engagement solutions for 
multi-unit restaurants deliver 
a consistent experience for 
every customer, every time, 
regardless of channel or de-
vice. Capturing the right data 

points and being able to make sense of them is 
key to better understand their customer base, 
improve the quality of guest touch points, and 
ultimately provide a frictionless guest experi-
ence that makes them want to come back over 
and again. 

How is digital ordering evolving? 
NEIMAN: Not too long ago, the conversation 
we were having with restaurant chains was 
about adding online ordering. Now it is about 
getting digital ordering right. It’s about having 
the right tools in place and being able to 
measure effectiveness. Digital can deliver on a 
number of things, so it is important to priori-
tize and track against your desired outcomes, 
whether it be customer retention, increasing 
share of wallet or improving AOV. 

For guests, it is key that the ordering 
experience is seamless and easy to use. Cus-
tomers should be able to retain past orders on 
a brand’s app or website and reorder with ease. 
For operators, this helps drive better returns 
and increases repeat orders. With the right 
digital solution, you should have the ability to 
optimize the UI/UX flow, with features such 
as adding custom upsells and cross-sells to an 
order, which drives incremental sales. 

How important is having an online ordering system that 
is integrated into the POS? 
NEIMAN: For most restaurant operators, the 
POS is the foundation of restaurant opera-
tions. Having an integrated solution improves 
order accuracy, which is one of several critical 
components of a successful online ordering 
program. We have seen (and in fact support) 
several non-integrated ordering solutions, 
but great back-end tools are required to make 
them successful.  One challenge with  

non-integrated solutions is that they seem to 
give permission for different digital solutions 
within the same brand — such as loyalty and 
ordering – to not “speak to each other” and 
operate in silos. Having an integrated solution 
— even when not POS integrated — helps brands 
move towards a singular customer record, 
which is key in creating a positive customer 
experience and improving efficiency.  Also, you 
cannot have good analytics without good data, 
so there is tremendous value in having a fully 
integrated solution. Data is the key to influence 
customer behavior and increase profits. 

What kind of data should be captured? 
NEIMAN: It is imperative the brand collects 
all of the data points, including transactional 
and customer data. But sometimes the sheer 
amount of data paralyzes the brand and begs 
the question, “Where do we start?” Make sure 
to work with a digital ordering partner that has 
deep data science and analytics expertise that 
can help make sense of data. Identify, prioritize 
and use key performance indicators (KPI) for 
the business, ensure proper tagging, establish 
a baseline, and look toward improving action-
able outcomes.

How important is messaging in driving digital orders?  
NEIMAN: Effective messaging drives engage-
ment and average check size. Brands should 
do A/B testing with messaging to ensure 
they are using the most persuasive language. 
Persistent testing also helps drive the guest 
behaviors that restaurants most want to 
achieve. This can range from changing the 
call to action in a message, or changing the 
order on the menu, putting the most import-
ant item second or third, or the most expen-
sive item first.  

It is important to note that what works 
in-store won’t always work in a digital setting 
and vice versa. Take advantage of being able 
to personalize the digital ordering experience, 
which isn’t possible in-store. With digital op-
erators have access to customer order history 
and preferences, allowing restaurants to show 
an image or send a message that will inspire 
diners to engage and transact, ultimately lead-
ing to higher conversions.  
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