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Tech ‘now essential’ for restaurant profitability

BY CHRISTINA O'CONNOR
coconnor@bizjournals.com

Technology is changing the way
restaurants do business, and Sheryl
Matsuoka, the president and CEO of
the Hawaii Restaurant Association,
said that integrating technology into
their operations is “no longer option-
al” for restaurants.

“It’'s now essential for a restaurant
to be profitable and to stay in busi-
ness,” Matsuoka said.

Restaurant operators are always
looking for ways to be more cost-ef-
fective — especially as the cost of
doing business continues to rise in
everything from labor to utilities.

Here’s a look at two ways restau-
rants are using tech to increase effi-
ciency and reduce costs.

Data-driven decision-making

Matsuoka said that controlling inven-
tory is one major way that restaurants
can reduce costs, and to that end,
many restaurants are now utilizing
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inventory tracking software.

“They can see how quickly they
are running out of a product and
know when they need to order
more,” she said.

This also reduces waste. “Especial-
ly if you have perishables, you don’t
want to overstock either, so having
inventory software always helps,”
she said.

Matsuoka noted that the systems
enable restaurants to track not just
what is selling, but also gain insight
into more detailed trends — like that
a certain dish sells well on rainy days,
for instance.

She said restaurants also are using
similar software to make decisions
about scheduling and staffing.

“They can see patterns in when it’s
busy and when it slows down ... and
that way they know how many peo-
ple to have on the schedule,” she said.

Automation

Technology also is enabling restau-
rants to automate certain tasks,
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including taking reservations and
orders, and accepting payments.
Such features have become com-
monplace, with many restaurants
taking reservations on platforms like
OpenTable and having customers
pay through their phones using a QR
code. Even for dine-in service, Mat-
suoka said, some restaurants might
have customers place their order via
an iPad.

Matsuoka noted that the impact of
such features can be significant. If a
customer is ordering via a tablet or
kiosk, she said, “that saves time for
the server.”

“And it eliminates a lot of errors
because you're putting [your order]
in yourself, so you know exactly how
you want it with extra mayonnaise or
extra tomatoes or whatever it is.”

Matsuoka said restaurants are
also automating some functions —
like serving or bussing tables — with
the use of robots. She said restau-
rant robots are not commonplace in
Hawaii yet, but some establishments

like Genki Sushi and Ruby Tuesday
have implemented them.

“Those people who were bussers
now can do something else [in the
restaurant], like go work in the kitch-
en or go out and do something that’s
more customer facing,” she said.

Matsuoka pointed out that inte-
grating tech is easier for certain types
of restaurants than it is for others.

A small family-owned eatery, for
instance, might struggle to moni-
tor inventory electronically let alone
operate an app.

Plus, Matsuoka said many cus-
tomer-facing tech trends are more
suited to fast-food or fast-casu-
al concepts rather than fine-dining
establishments.

“In full-service, fine-dining estab-
lishments, you won’t find an iPad
at the table to place your order —
because personal, attentive service is
part of the experience.” For all types
of restaurants, she said, “it’s still so
important to provide that good cus-
tomer experience.”
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