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QUICK VERDICT

Verdict: in digital vs traditional marketing for restaurants, digital wins DISCOVERY and
traditional survives inside a three-block radius, yet the money is decided somewhere
almost nobody measures: retention. Some 72% of people use social media to research a
restaurant before visiting (Restroworks, 2025) and 57% of millennials choose where to eat
based on social feeds (TouchBistro Diner Trends Report, 2025), so switching digital off
means switching the front door off. But 70% of first-time guests never come back
(Restroworks, 2025), and there the most profitable channel is neither of the two: email
returns $36 for every dollar invested (Litmus, 2024) and up to $42.24 according to the DMA
measurement (2024). The reading Diego F. Parra and Masterestaurant put on this public
data is one line long: split the budget by FUNNEL FUNCTION —discovery, conversion,
repeat— never by fashionable channel.
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INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY OF MASTERESTAURANT® — EXCLUSIVE FOR SECTOR LEADERS

A three-unit operator showed me his ad sheet last year: 68% to Instagram and TikTok, 22% to flyers and street
promo, 10% to a corner banner. Sales were up over the prior year, sure, but average ticket had not moved

and neither had cash. The problem was never the digital vs traditional mix; it was that EVERY peso bought
discovery and nothing bought repeat business, with 70% of first-time guests never returning according to
Restroworks (2025).

This analysis organizes what credible sources publish today on digital vs traditional marketing in hospitality —
Restroworks, TouchBistro, Toast, Circana, Paytronix, Litmus, Earnest Analytics, WebFX, Get Sauce— and lays
over it the reading of a consultant who works with P&Ls rather than reach dashboards. The question is not
which channel wins in the abstract, but which one buys which part of the sales funnel and at what cost per
recovered guest.

Here is the bias | correct: public debate compares COST PER IMPRESSION, when the only thing that covers
payroll is the contribution margin a guest leaves across their useful life. A forty-peso flyer that brings a neighbor
back nine times a year beats a Reel with 200,000 views that brings one-visit tourists. Restaurant marketing is
judged on guest LTV, not on CPM.

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON

Side-by-side comparison

Discovery - full service, 1 unit

Discovery - fast casual, 3-10
units

Delivery conversion - QSR
multi-unit

Repeat business - full service,
3-10 units
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TRADITIONAL METHOD
(BUDGET BY CHANNEL)

X Flyers and banner; ignores
that 72% research on social
media before visiting
(Restroworks, 2025)

X  Scattered social spend with
no product photography; only
48% of operators are on TikTok
(TouchBistro, 2025)

X All volume through
marketplaces: DoorDash holds
60.7% of US delivery share
(Earnest Analytics, 2024)

X No program at all; 70% of
first-time guests are lost
(Restroworks, 2025)

MASTERESTAURANT METHOD
(BUDGET BY FUNNEL FUNCTION)

v'  Complete Google Business profile first:
7x more likely to receive clicks (WebFX,
2026), flyer only afterwards

v Plate-led audiovisual content: 84% prefer
seeing food and drink photos on a
restaurant's feed (Toast, 2024)

v Direct channel first: 70% of consumers
prefer ordering straight from the restaurant

(Paytronix, 2024) and 67% from its own site
or app (Statista)

v Loyalty measured by real usage: top-
decile operators pull 37%+ of transactions
from members (Paytronix, 2024)
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TRADITIONAL METHOD MASTERESTAURANT METHOD

(BUDGET BY CHANNEL) (BUDGET BY FUNNEL FUNCTION)
Cost of the repeat channel - X  Flat menu discounting, v Email as the repeat muscle: $36 per $1
any segment unmeasured; low price moves invested (Litmus, 2024), $42.24 per the DMA
50% of lapsed diners (Circana, (2024)

2025) but eats margin

Local amplification - fast X Large, expensive influencer v Local food creators: roughly 8x ROl and

casual, 1 unit with an audience outside the +30% bookings the following week (Get
delivery radius Sauce, 2025)

Off-premise operation - all X Marketing planned for the v Delivery menu with its own menu

segments dining room, while ~75% of traffic =~ engineering and food cost at 32% per dish
already happens off-premise maximum, measured apart from the dining
(Circana) room

Finding 1 — The channel doesn't decide the till: it decides who walks in the first time

Digital and traditional buy different things, and confusing them is the most expensive budgeting mistake | find in
ad plans. Digital buys DISCOVERY at scale: 72% of people use social media to research restaurants (Re-
stroworks, 2025) and 57% of millennials decide where to eat based on what they see there (TouchBistro, 2025);
flyers, street loudspeakers and corner banners buy closed geographic coverage, with no targeting but almost
zero marginal cost for repeated impact within a three-block radius. Neither one buys the second visit, which is
where the margin lives, because 70% of first-time guests never come back (Restroworks, 2025). When an oper-
ator tells me he pushed digital spend to 68% and sales grew while the average ticket stayed flat, | already know
what he bought: opening-night traffic, expensive and with no memory. Acquisition cost only makes sense against
the contribution margin of the ticket, never against the gross ticket, and that is exactly where the public compari-
son collapses.

Finding 2 — What does acquiring one guest actually cost in each channel?

Divide the period's ad spend by the new identified guests in that same period and you get a figure in
currency per guest;

if your average ticket leaves a 32% contribution margin on 20 dollars, you have 6.40 dollars to bring that person
in ONCE, and you lost money if you spent more. With local food creators the reported return runs near 8x with
+30% bookings in the following week (Get Sauce, 2025), but that spike fades within fourteen days. The flyer has
no spike and no crash either: it sustains a base of neighbors who already know the door and don't need it intro-
duced again. If 70% of your first-time guests never return (Restroworks, 2025), your problem isn't the channel
mix but that ALL the money is buying first visits. Operators in the 90th percentile draw more than 37% of
their transactions from loyalty program members (Paytronix, Loyalty Trends Report 2024), and 32% of active
members use their membership several times a week (LoyaltyPass, 2026): that is frequency bought once and
collected for years.
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Finding 3 — Retention is the third channel, and almost nobody funds it

Email confirms it with brutal arithmetic: 36 dollars returned per dollar invested according to Litmus (2024), and
up to 42.24 dollars according to the DMA (2024). No Reel, no flyer, no billboard comes close to that multiple. At
Masterestaurant, when we clean up an ad plan, the first move is to pull 20% out of it and shift it toward an
owned database. Traditional loses outright here, and digital splits into two camps fighting over your margin.
DoorDash closed 2024 with 60.7% of the US delivery market, Uber Eats with 26.1% and Grubhub with 6.3%
(Earnest Analytics, 2024); in Brazil, iFood holds roughly 80% (Grand View Research). That concentration sets
double-digit commissions on every order and hands the aggregator the guest data, which is the real asset. And
yet 70% of consumers prefer ordering directly from the restaurant rather than through a third party (Paytronix,
2024), with 67% preferring the restaurant's own site or app (Statista).

Finding 4 — First-party delivery versus marketplace:

the commission is a tax on your own marketing

Demand for the direct channel exists; what usually doesn't is an ordering flow that stops asking for seven fields
before it shows the final price. | blur the boundary on purpose, because a Google Business Profile is as local as
a banner and as digital as an ad, and it outperforms them both. Complete profiles are seven times more likely to
get clicks (WebFX, 2026), and that click comes from someone already minutes from your door with declared
hunger. Set it against the flyer: same radius, same local intent, but no hours, no photos, no reviews and no way
to measure who showed up. The photo matters more than your cook believes: 84% prefer seeing food and drink
images on a restaurant's social accounts (Toast, 2024). An incomplete profile is a shop with the shutter half
raised; nobody walks in to check whether it's open. Let's run the scenario to its end, because the shortcut is
tempting and plenty are trying it: 48% of operators were on TikTok in 2025, against 26% in 2023 (TouchBistro,
via Tablein).

Finding 5 — What would happen if you moved the whole budget to TikTok?

Suppose you shift 100% of the budget there and hit massive reach. The first ninety days the line grows,
the kitchen jams, service times climb and reviews slide;

month six arrives with the same 30% return rate you had before (Restroworks, 2025) and a worn-out kitchen.
You will have bought opening volume and no owned base, tied to an algorithm that changes without warning.
The paradox resolves this way: the cheapest channel to reach people is the most expensive one to SUSTAIN,
which is why reach money must end up converted into an email address with a name and a frequency. My rec-
ommendation is uncomfortable because it cuts the part that looks best. Leave 45% in discovery digital —social,
local creators, a flawless Google listing—, 15% in short-radius traditional only if your location lives off foot traffic,
and put the remaining 40% into retention: owned database, email, a frequency program and direct ordering.

Finding 6 — How to split a budget that actually covers payroll

The arithmetic rests on those 36 dollars per dollar from email (Litmus, 2024) and the 37% of transactions
through loyalty at the best operators (Paytronix, 2024). Diego F. Parra checks it the same way in every
Masterestaurant audit: he asks for the list of identified guests from the last quarter, and if it doesn't exist, this
isn't a marketing problem but a customer-accounting one. Export that list from your point of sale this week and
count how many appear twice. GUEST ACQUISITION COST: total media spend for the period divided by new
identified guests in that period; unit, currency per guest. It only means something against the contribution margin
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of the average ticket, never against gross ticket. GUEST LTV: average contribution margin per visit times annual
frequency times guest lifespan in years; unit, currency. This is the number that decides whether an expensive
channel is actually cheap.

Finding 7 — Operating definitions: what each metric in this analysis measures

RETURN RATE: guests making a second visit over total first visits in the period; unit, percentage. The public
benchmark is brutal: 70% never return (Restroworks, 2025). DIRECT DELIVERY CONVERSION: orders com-
pleted on the owned site or app over sessions that started the flow; unit, percentage. Read it against the 67%
who prefer ordering direct (Statista) as the ceiling of available demand. LOYALTY PENETRATION: transactions
made by identified members over total transactions; unit, percentage. Top-decile operators reach 37%+
(Paytronix, 2024). PRIME COST: food and beverage cost plus total labor cost over net sales; unit, percentage. It
is the real constraint: no digital vs traditional marketing plan survives a runaway prime cost. FOOD COST
VARIANCE: gap between theoretical food cost from the recipe card and measured actual food cost; unit, per-
centage points. With food cost per dish at 32% as a ceiling —not a target— variance is what gets audited.
TERRITORY RISK: share of traffic depending on a single third-party channel.

Finding 8 — Operating definitions: what each metric in this analysis measures — in practice
With DoorDash at 60.7% of the US market (Earnest Analytics, 2024) and iFood at 80% of Brazilian delivery
(Grand View Research), concentration is a business risk, not a marketing footnote.

POINT BY POINT

Benchmark: what each source says and where they disagree

DISCOVERY IN SINGLE-UNIT FAST CASUAL

A - TRADITIONAL METHOD (BUDGET BY B - MASTERESTAURANT Complete Google
CHANNEL)

Business with 7x click likelihood (WebFX,
2026) plus plate photos, preferred by 84%
(Toast, 2024)

Flyers and a banner; reach goes
unmeasured and the 72% who research
on social (Restroworks, 2025) find nothing

Verdict: The function-based method wins: free asset first, flyer second and only inside a short
radius.
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AUDIOVISUAL CONTENT IN 3-10 UNIT FULL SERVICE

A - TRADITIONAL METHOD (BUDGET BY B - MASTERESTAURANT Plate-led Reels
CHANNEL)

and TikTok on a calendar with a trackable
. . . 100
Sporadic posting with no product; 48% of offer; local creators at roughly 8x ROl (Get

operators already run TikTok (TouchBistro, Sauce, 2025)

2025) and you compete against them

Verdict: The method wins: product content converts, ambience content merely decorates.

DELIVERY CONVERSION IN MULTI-UNIT QSR

A - TRADITIONAL METHOD (BUDGET BY B - MASTERESTAURANT Owned channel
CHANNEL)

_ with a 45% dependency ceiling, backed by
Total dependence on the leading the 70% who prefer ordering direct

(o)
marketplace, at 60.7% share (Earnest (Paytronix, 2024)

Analytics, 2024) with commission fixed
against margin

Verdict: The method wins, with a caveat: apps stay as paid acquisition, never as sole

infrastructure.

REPEAT BUSINESS IN ANY SEGMENT

A - TRADITIONAL METHOD (BUDGET BY B - MASTERESTAURANT Email and usage-
CHANNEL)

measured loyalty: $36 per dollar (Litmus,
2024) and 32% of members using
membership several times weekly
(LoyaltyPass, 2026)

Flat menu discount; it moves traffic —50%
would return at lower prices (Circana,
2025)— and sinks food cost

Verdict: The method wins outright: it is the only pocket whose return is documented with public
figures.
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PLANNING THE BUSINESS BEYOND THE DINING ROOM

A - TRADITIONAL METHOD (BUDGET BY B - MASTERESTAURANT Delivery menu
CHANNEL)

costed separately with menu engineering

Marketing designed for the dining room, and food cost per dish at 32% maximum

while ~75% of traffic happens off-premise
(Circana)

Verdict: The method wins: the off-premise channel runs a different sales funnel and deserves a
different menu.

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON

How budgets are split today (traditional method) BUDGET BY CHANNEL

X Budget is divided by channel —so much to social, so much to print— without asking which part of the
sales funnel each peso buys.

X Reach and impressions get measured; the contribution margin of the guest each channel brought is
never calculated.

X Delivery is handed whole to marketplaces, where DoorDash holds 60.7% of the market (Earnest
Analytics, 2024) and commission swallows the dish margin.

X Repeat business is orphaned: 70% of first-time guests never return (Restroworks, 2025) and nobody
holds their email.

X When sales dip, the reflex is a flat menu discount, which moves traffic —50% of lapsed diners would
return at lower prices (Circana, 2025)— and destroys food cost.
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How the Masterestaurant method orders it (budget by function)

MASTERESTAURANT

v" Three pockets, not two: discovery, conversion, repeat. Digital and traditional compete INSIDE each
pocket, never against each other.

v Discovery starts with the free asset: a complete Google Business profile is 7x more likely to receive

clicks (WebFX, 2026).

v Conversion is played on the owned channel, since 70% of consumers prefer ordering straight from the

restaurant (Paytronix, 2024).

v"  Repeat business is bought with email and usage-measured loyalty: 32% of members use their

membership several times a week (LoyaltyPass, 2026).

v"  Every peso is judged against guest LTV and the unit's break-even, not against CPM.

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON

Side-by-side comparison

Discovery - full service, 1 unit

Discovery - fast casual, 3-10
units

Delivery conversion - QSR
multi-unit

Repeat business - full service,
3-10 units
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TRADITIONAL METHOD
(BUDGET BY CHANNEL)

X Flyers and banner; ignores
that 72% research on social
media before visiting
(Restroworks, 2025)

X  Scattered social spend with
no product photography; only
48% of operators are on TikTok
(TouchBistro, 2025)

X All volume through
marketplaces: DoorDash holds
60.7% of US delivery share
(Earnest Analytics, 2024)

X No program at all; 70% of
first-time guests are lost
(Restroworks, 2025)

MASTERESTAURANT METHOD
(BUDGET BY FUNNEL FUNCTION)

v' Complete Google Business profile first:
7x more likely to receive clicks (WebFX,

2026), flyer only afterwards

v Plate-led audiovisual content: 84% prefer
seeing food and drink photos on a
restaurant's feed (Toast, 2024)

v Direct channel first: 70% of consumers
prefer ordering straight from the restaurant

(Paytronix, 2024) and 67% from its own site
or app (Statista)

v Loyalty measured by real usage: top-
decile operators pull 37%+ of transactions
from members (Paytronix, 2024)
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TRADITIONAL METHOD MASTERESTAURANT METHOD

(BUDGET BY CHANNEL) (BUDGET BY FUNNEL FUNCTION)
Cost of the repeat channel - X  Flat menu discounting, v Email as the repeat muscle: $36 per $1
any segment unmeasured; low price moves invested (Litmus, 2024), $42.24 per the DMA
50% of lapsed diners (Circana, (2024)

2025) but eats margin

Local amplification - fast X Large, expensive influencer v Local food creators: roughly 8x ROl and

casual, 1 unit with an audience outside the +30% bookings the following week (Get
delivery radius Sauce, 2025)

Off-premise operation - all X Marketing planned for the v Delivery menu with its own menu

segments dining room, while ~75% of traffic =~ engineering and food cost at 32% per dish
already happens off-premise maximum, measured apart from the dining
(Circana) room

THE NUMBERS THAT MATTER

The 2026 scorecard: figures that order the decision

72 %

use social media to research
a restaurant before visiting

70 %

of first-time guests never return to the restaurant

36 us

returned for every dollar invested in email marketing

60.7 %

of the US delivery market held
by DoorDash at the end of 2024

37 %

of transactions via loyalty members
among top-decile operators

84 %

prefer seeing food and drink photos
on a restaurant's social feed
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VISUALIZATION

The numbers, visualized

use social media to research a restaurant before visiting

G

of first-time guests never return to the restaurant

G

returned for every dollar invested in email marketing

G 36USD

of the US delivery market held by DoorDash at the end of 2024

S 60.7%

of transactions via loyalty members among top-decile operators

G

prefer seeing food and drink photos on a restaurant's social feed

G

Sources: Restroworks 2025 - Litmus 2024 - Earnest Analytics 2024 - Paytronix 2024 - Toast 2024

Chart by masterestaurant.com

REAL CASE

“We pulled in new faces every week with Reels and flyers, but cash never grew: we were paying twice for
the same guest. We moved 30% of the media budget into email and loyalty, stopped handing out flat menu
discounts, and within four months 26% of our transactions came from identified members, average ticket up

11%, food cost held at 30.8% per dish.”

— Three-unit casual dining operator, Masterestaurant method client

HOW TO APPLY IT IN YOUR RESTAURANT
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How to position yourself: four steps depending on where you land

@ Small scenario (1 unit): buy the free asset before buying media
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Before spending a peso, finish the Google Business profile with hours, plate photography and
an updated menu; complete profiles are 7x more likely to receive clicks according to WebFX
(2026). Then split it: 60% of budget into local discovery —neighborhood food creators,
delivering roughly 8x ROI and +30% bookings the week after, per Get Sauce (2025)— and 40%
into capturing email from day one. The flyer does NOT disappear: inside a three-block radius it
remains the cheapest cost per impact available, provided it carries a trackable offer. The healthy
range in this segment sits between 3% and 5% of net sales going to marketing, with prime cost
under control first.

Mid scenario (3-10 units): move money from channel to function

With several units the expensive mistake is replicating identical media in every location without
disaggregating. Split the budget into three pockets: discovery 45%, conversion 25%, repeat
30%. Repeat rules because its documented return is the highest in the industry —$36 for every
$1 in email per Litmus (2024)— and because 70% of first-time guests never come back
(Restroworks, 2025). On conversion, push the owned channel: 70% of consumers prefer
ordering straight from the restaurant rather than a third party (Paytronix, 2024). Measure each
unit separately; a location fed by foot traffic and one fed by office workers share neither sales
funnel nor guest LTV.

Group scenario (multi-unit): treat concentration as territory risk

If more than half your orders arrive through a single marketplace, you do not own a channel,
you have a landlord. DoorDash closed 2024 at 60.7% of the US market and iFood commands
80% of Brazilian delivery (Grand View Research), meaning one commission decision rewrites
your unit economics quarter to quarter. Set a dependency ceiling —no third party above 45% of
orders— and fund the gap with owned loyalty, aiming at the 37%+ member transaction share
top-decile operators reach per Paytronix (2024). And keep the PHYSICAL menu alongside the
QR menu: the printed card governs service pace and suggestive selling; the QR handles prices,
delivery and analytics.

Closing move: audit one single number this month

Pull your return rate for the last 90 days: guests with a second visit over first visits in the period.
If it sits below 30% —that is, if your reality resembles the 70% who never return per
Restroworks (2025)— freeze 20% of your discovery media and move it wholesale into email
capture and loyalty for one quarter. Change nothing else, so the reading stays clean. With food
cost per dish at 32% maximum and break-even measured, that quarter will tell you in numbers
whether your problem was digital vs traditional marketing or never about channels at all.
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FAQ

Questions that arrive every week about this comparison

What works better today, digital or traditional marketing, for a single-unit restaurant?

Digital wins discovery, because 72% research restaurants on social media before visiting (Restroworks, 2025).
Traditional keeps one real niche: the three-block radius, where a flyer with a trackable offer remains the lowest
cost per impact available. A healthy single-unit mix runs around 70/30 in favor of digital, with the Google
Business profile completed first.

How much should | invest in marketing as a share of net sales?

The healthy range | use with clients runs from 3% to 5% of net sales in stable operation, and up to 7% during an
opening or repositioning. The constraint comes first though: if prime cost passes 65% or food cost per dish
passes 32%, media only accelerates a loss. Fix unit economics, then buy traffic.

Should I pull delivery off the apps and sell it direct?

Add the direct channel; do not break with the apps overnight. Some 70% of consumers prefer ordering straight
from the restaurant (Paytronix, 2024) and 67% from its own site or app (Statista), so demand is already there.
Set a ceiling: no marketplace above 45% of your orders, and fund the remainder through loyalty and email.

Does email still work in 2026 or is the channel dead?

It remains the channel with the best documented return in hospitality: $36 for every $1 invested per Litmus
(2024) and $42.24 per the DMA measurement (2024). It does not compete with social, because it plays in a
different funnel pocket: social buys discovery, email buys repeat business against the 70% of guests who never
return (Restroworks, 2025).

DATA & SOURCES

Sector data 2026 (official sources)

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

. Benchmark

Metric Source
2026

Consumidores dispuestos a usar ofertas exclusivas de i 90% National Restaurant Association 2025
casi

app ° (via Lightspeed)

Comensales de EE.UU. que buscan restaurantes en
64% BrightLocal — Local SEO Statistics 2026

Google antes de visitar
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Benchmark

Metric Source

2026
Busquedas locales en mévil que terminan en visita en ) o

88% BrightLocal — Local SEO Statistics 2026
24 horas
Busquedas 'cerca de mi' en movil que llevan a visita . o

76% BrightLocal — Local SEO Statistics 2026
en 24 horas
Buscadores locales que hacen clic en el map pack de 429 Semrush 2025 (via Malou) — Local SEO
Google ° for Restaurants
Vistas del Google Business Profile vs el sitio web del i Malou — Local SEO for Restaurants

7 veces mas
restaurante 2025

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

Author: Diego F. Parra - Publisher: MASTERESTAURANT®

Q Content created with Al assistance, reviewed by the MASTERESTAURANT editorial team.
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