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Digital vs traditional marketing:
where your acquisition cost is leaking
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Q U I C K  V E R D I C T

Digital vs traditional marketing is no longer a channel choice, it is a decision-architecture
choice: digital wins because it MEASURES, not because it is modern. Customer
acquisition cost climbed 222% in the eight years through 2025 (Marqii, 2025), so an
operator still buying reach without tracing repeat purchase is paying 2026 prices with a
2015 sales funnel.

My verdict, and I hold it even when it annoys the owner who has funded the same billboard
for twenty years: for an independent restaurant under 500 thousand USD a year, the entire
marketing budget belongs in measurable digital assets —Google profile, short video, an
owned contact list— because the Google Business Profile draws 7 times more views than
the restaurant website (Malou, 2025) and that traffic is already deciding where to eat
tonight. Traditional earns its place above 5 million USD, when the business buys market
NOTORIETY rather than customers one by one.
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INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY OF MASTERESTAURANT® — EXCLUSIVE FOR SECTOR LEADERS

An operator with two locations and revenue between 500 thousand and 1 million USD showed me the annual
marketing budget: 62% in print, a local tournament sponsorship and radio mentions; the rest scattered across
posts with no plan. Sales flat for eleven months. None of those three traditional pieces could say how many
covers it brought, and that is the real conversation: not whether the flyer works, but whether you can DEFEND
that budget line to a partner asking about unit economics.

The contrast is brutal. Food and drink videos average 220,800 views per piece on TikTok and 135,200 on
Instagram Reels, and short video accelerates audience growth by 2 to 3 times (Restroworks, 2025). A restaurant
under 500 thousand USD produces that asset with a phone and one hour of kitchen time; the same hour spent
managing a print insertion leaves no data, no list and no repeat purchase.

This brief is the written version of a talk I give to boards: what to move, in what order, with which success metric
and what it costs NOT to move it. The frame is the Masterestaurant method —prime cost under control first,
restaurant growth second—, because doubling traffic on a badly costed menu only speeds up the bleeding.

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

Side-by-side comparison

TRADITIONAL MARKETING

(PRINT, RADIO, BILLBOARD,

SPONSORSHIP)

MEASURABLE DIGITAL (PROFILE,

SHORT VIDEO, OWNED LIST,

LOYALTY)

Traceability of customer
acquisition cost

✕ Not attributable per piece; CAC
estimated by feel while the sector
saw it rise 222% in 8 years (Marqii,
2025)

✓ Attributable by channel and
campaign; that 222% rise (Marqii, 2025) is
fought by measuring every dollar

Organic reach per content
piece

✕ Fixed paid circulation: every
impression is purchased, no long tail

✓ 220,800 average views per TikTok
video and 135,200 on Reels
(Restroworks, 2025)

Local discovery at the moment
of decision

✕ Relies on passive recall from
passers-by

✓ The Google Business Profile gets 7
times more views than the website
(Malou, 2025)

Speed of audience building ✕ Linear: audience is rented for
as long as the buy runs

✓ 2 to 3 times faster with short video
(Restroworks, 2025)

Retention and repeat purchase ✕ No owned database; every
campaign restarts from zero

✓ 80% projected loyalty program
adoption by end of 2025 (LoyaltyPass,
2026); top QSRs enroll ~110 members per
store monthly (Paytronix, 2024)
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TRADITIONAL MARKETING

(PRINT, RADIO, BILLBOARD,

SPONSORSHIP)

MEASURABLE DIGITAL (PROFILE,

SHORT VIDEO, OWNED LIST,

LOYALTY)

Delivery and remote order
conversion

✕ Captures no demand beyond
the dining room

✓ 78% of adults downloaded at least
one food app (National Restaurant
Association) and 37% order delivery
weekly (UpMenu, 2024)

Operating cost of menu
support

✕ Reprinting menus with every
price change

✓ US$3,600 average annual saving with
QR menus (QR Code, 2025)

Direct contact channel with
margin

✕ No owned list; the intermediary
keeps the guest

✓ 25.1% average email open rate
(Omnisend, 2024), an owned asset with
no commission

1. The executive call in one line: attribution, not modernity
Move the budget to digital because digital MEASURES, and no other reason survives a board meeting.
Customer acquisition cost rose 222% over the eight years through 2025 (Marqii, 2025), so every dollar spent
blind today costs three times what it cost back when the flyer still looked reasonable, and you are paying that
premium without knowing what it returns. A Google Business Profile listing pulls 7 times more views than the
restaurant website (Malou, 2025), an asset you already own, one that charges no media fee and that most oper‐
ators leave half filled. Sponsoring a local tournament will never tell you how many tables it brought; the listing
will, table by table, with the hour and the source. That is the difference that defends a budget line in front of a
partner. Below 500 thousand in annual revenue, your decision is to pay for no advertising at all during the first
two quarters.

2. Under 500 thousand USD a year: zero paid media, one phone, a complete listing
Take the ten monthly hours currently burned managing print and split them two ways: finish the Google listing —
photos, hours, menu, a reply to every review— which delivers 7 times more views than your website (Malou,
2025), and shoot short video in the kitchen. Food and beverage videos average 220,800 views per piece on
TikTok and 135,200 on Instagram Reels (Restroworks, 2025), and that asset gets produced with the phone al‐
ready in your pocket. Numeric threshold for revisiting the call: if by month six the listing has not cleared 1,500
monthly views, the problem sits in the product or the photography, not the channel, and no paid campaign will
cover it. This is the band of the budget that opens this brief —62% in print, one tournament, a handful of radio
mentions, eleven flat months— and here the correction is surgical.

3. Between 500 thousand and 1 million: the band where tradition still bleeds cash
Cut print to zero, keep the sponsorship only if it hands you a database with names, and reallocate that 62% this
way: half into short video production, which accelerates audience growth by 2 to 3 times (Restroworks, 2025),
and half into data capture through QR menus, whose measured average saving already runs to US$3,600 per
restaurant per year (QR Code, 2025). An operator this size walking out of a print campaign is back at zero the
following Monday; one walking out of a quarter of content keeps the list, the listing and the video library.
Threshold: 400 owned emails in ninety days or the execution is wrong. Past a million in annual revenue the axis
shifts from acquisition to frequency, because at that scale you already have traffic and what you lack is memory
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of that traffic. Projected loyalty program adoption closed 2025 at 80% (LoyaltyPass, 2026), which means the op‐
erator on the corner already knows the average check and the frequency of every one of their guests while you
greet yours from memory.

4. Above 1 million: repeat business stops being optional and becomes structure
The best QSR chains enroll roughly 110 new members per store each month (Paytronix, 2024) and that is your
reference number, halved if you run casual dining with slower turns. Add email, which still opens at a 25.1% av‐
erage (Omnisend, 2024). Decision threshold: fewer than 40 monthly sign-ups per location for two straight
months and the program gets redesigned, not reinforced. Above 5 million a profile shows up that deserves nam‐
ing: the large-format themed venue or the project backed by a media chef or a celebrity, where organic reach ar‐
rives on its own and the mistake changes shape. That profile does not fail for lack of audience —one of its
videos comfortably clears the 220,800 average TikTok views (Restroworks, 2025)— it fails because nobody ties
that reach to defensible unit economics, and the room fills for six months with visitors who never come back. My
judgment here is firm: in this band digital must commit at least 30% of budget to measured retention rather than
awareness, since the name already bought the awareness.

5. Over 5 million: the media profile and the trap of reach without unit economics
With acquisition cost climbing 222% in eight years (Marqii, 2025), paying twice to fill the same room is the most
expensive luxury in this industry. From 10 million consolidated upward your conversation stops being about
channel and becomes about infrastructure, and the question to put to your marketing team is how many local
listings are complete and how many sit orphaned. Every neglected location forfeits the multiplier of 7 times more
views versus the corporate site (Malou, 2025), and across twenty locations that is a traffic hole no national cam‐
paign will fill. Operational AI does earn its place here with measurable return: assisted scheduling cuts labor
costs by 8 to 12% with forecast accuracy above 90% (TimeForge, 2025), and that saving funds the content team
without touching prime cost. Add that 78% of adults have already downloaded at least one food app (National
Restaurant Association), which turns your own app into a direct channel.

6. Group or chain above 10 million: data infrastructure, not campaigns
Threshold: 100% of listings complete before approving a single dollar of national media. Assume you choose to
leave the budget alone and hold the same 62% in print for three more years. Acquisition cost keeps its curve —
222% across eight years (Marqii, 2025)— so your cost per new guest climbs while your competitor drives theirs
down with an owned list; the operator next door joins the 80% of restaurants running loyalty (LoyaltyPass, 2026)
and starts buying your customers with targeted coupons; you answer with more flyers, because print units are
the only thing you know how to count, and tables are not among them. By year three you did not lose a cam‐
paign, you lost the ability to compete on frequency. Here is the paradox worth resolving: traditional feels cheaper
because its cost is visible and its result invisible, and that asymmetry is precisely what makes it expensive.
Before moving a single dollar into digital, confirm that prime cost is under control, and this comes straight from
the Masterestaurant method I apply with Diego F.

7. The Masterestaurant order: prime cost first, traffic afterwards
Parra in front of multi-unit operating boards. Doubling traffic on a badly costed menu only accelerates the loss: if
your food cost per dish runs above 32%, every new table that a 220,800-average-view video brings in (Re‐
stroworks, 2025) deepens the hole instead of closing it. The correct order has three moves and none of them
gets skipped: cost by dish, break-even recalculated, and only then culinary growth with attribution. I will concede
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that for years I sold the reverse sequence, because growth is visible and costing is not. Start this week with one
action: open your Google listing and fill every empty field before Friday. The difference is not the channel, it is
ATTRIBUTION: digital tells you which dollar brought which table and traditional asks for faith, and with customer
acquisition cost up 222% in eight years (Marqii, 2025) faith got expensive. Traditional rents an audience; digital
builds an asset that stays on the balance sheet as an owned list, a ranked profile and a video library.

8. The four differences a partner will ask about
A 500 thousand to 1 million business coming out of a print campaign returns to zero; one coming out of a con‐
tent quarter keeps the base. Unit economics flip once repeat purchase enters: with 80% projected loyalty adop‐
tion by the close of 2025 (LoyaltyPass, 2026), a restaurant without a database competes against neighbours
who already know each guest's average ticket and frequency. And there is a speed asymmetry owners resist:
short video accelerates audience growth 2 to 3 times (Restroworks, 2025), while billboard recall needs months
of continuous exposure to move anything measurable.

P O I N T  B Y  P O I N T

Decision table: what wins, and in which band

CUSTOMER ACQUISITION COST

A ·  T R A D I T I O N A L M A R K E T I N G  ( P R I N T,
R A D I O ,  B I L L B O A R D ,  S P O N S O R S H I P )

Estimated, not auditable; rises with the
market with no possible defence

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Measured per

campaign; can be optimised against the
222% upward trend (Marqii, 2025)

Verdict: Digital wins in every revenue band, no exceptions.

MARKET NOTORIETY AT OPENING

A ·  T R A D I T I O N A L M A R K E T I N G  ( P R I N T,
R A D I O ,  B I L L B O A R D ,  S P O N S O R S H I P )

Effective for groups above 5 million
entering new territory

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Needs time for

the profile and content to mature

Verdict: A draw above 5 million; traditional shortens the territory risk curve.
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BUILDING AN OWNED DATABASE

A ·  T R A D I T I O N A L M A R K E T I N G  ( P R I N T,
R A D I O ,  B I L L B O A R D ,  S P O N S O R S H I P )

Non-existent; the audience disappears
when the buy ends

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Owned list with a

25.1% average email open rate
(Omnisend, 2024)

Verdict: Digital wins; it is the only path to systematic retention and repeat purchase.

CAPTURING DELIVERY DEMAND

A ·  T R A D I T I O N A L M A R K E T I N G  ( P R I N T,
R A D I O ,  B I L L B O A R D ,  S P O N S O R S H I P )

Zero outside the dining room

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T 78% of adults

with a food app installed (National
Restaurant Association) and 37% ordering
weekly (UpMenu, 2024)

Verdict: Digital wins; without an owned channel the marketplace keeps the guest and the
commission.

FIXED COST OF COMMUNICATION SUPPORT

A ·  T R A D I T I O N A L M A R K E T I N G  ( P R I N T,
R A D I O ,  B I L L B O A R D ,  S P O N S O R S H I P )

Permanent reprinting with every price
change

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T US$3,600

average annual saving with QR menus
(QR Code, 2025)

Verdict: Digital wins; the saving funds the first quarter of video production.
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FIT FOR CELEBRITY OR LARGE-FORMAT THEMED RESTAURANTS

A ·  T R A D I T I O N A L M A R K E T I N G  ( P R I N T,
R A D I O ,  B I L L B O A R D ,  S P O N S O R S H I P )

Press and sponsorship sustain the image
premium and destination capacity peaks

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

content amplifies the set with no extra
scenography cost

Verdict: A 65/35 mix favouring digital, with traditional tied to the seasonal calendar.

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

Where traditional marketing still pays O N LY A B O V E  5  M I L L I O N  U S D

Market notoriety for groups or chains above 10 million USD a year entering a new city and needing
territory risk covered fast.

✕

Celebrity or media-chef restaurant above 5 million USD: print press and sponsorship sustain the image
premium already being paid in royalties.

✕

Large-format themed restaurant above 5 million USD: the highway billboard feeds destination capacity
peaks, where the visitor decides 40 kilometres out.

✕

City event partnerships when the goal is institutional reputation with government or corporate
accounts, not incremental covers.

✕

Geotargeted direct mail at opening, and only with a trackable code: no code, no budget line.✕
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What measurable digital buys in each band M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T

Under 500 thousand USD: a flawless Google profile, three short videos a week and an owned
WhatsApp list. Near-zero budget, high discipline.

✓

500 thousand to 1 million: add a loyalty program and online reputation control; the goal is repeat
purchase, not reach.

✓

Above 1 million: segmented paid media with attribution, a sales funnel by product and owned delivery
conversion against the marketplace.

✓

Above 5 million: a content console with a calendar, an in-house audiovisual team and menu
engineering tied to whatever gets promoted.

✓

Group or chain above 10 million: corporate governance of content, per-unit templates and operational
due diligence before scaling spend.

✓

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

Side-by-side comparison

TRADITIONAL MARKETING

(PRINT, RADIO, BILLBOARD,

SPONSORSHIP)

MEASURABLE DIGITAL (PROFILE,

SHORT VIDEO, OWNED LIST,

LOYALTY)

Traceability of customer
acquisition cost

✕ Not attributable per piece; CAC
estimated by feel while the sector
saw it rise 222% in 8 years (Marqii,
2025)

✓ Attributable by channel and
campaign; that 222% rise (Marqii, 2025) is
fought by measuring every dollar

Organic reach per content
piece

✕ Fixed paid circulation: every
impression is purchased, no long tail

✓ 220,800 average views per TikTok
video and 135,200 on Reels
(Restroworks, 2025)

Local discovery at the moment
of decision

✕ Relies on passive recall from
passers-by

✓ The Google Business Profile gets 7
times more views than the website
(Malou, 2025)

Speed of audience building ✕ Linear: audience is rented for
as long as the buy runs

✓ 2 to 3 times faster with short video
(Restroworks, 2025)

Retention and repeat purchase ✕ No owned database; every
campaign restarts from zero

✓ 80% projected loyalty program
adoption by end of 2025 (LoyaltyPass,
2026); top QSRs enroll ~110 members per
store monthly (Paytronix, 2024)
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TRADITIONAL MARKETING

(PRINT, RADIO, BILLBOARD,

SPONSORSHIP)

MEASURABLE DIGITAL (PROFILE,

SHORT VIDEO, OWNED LIST,

LOYALTY)

Delivery and remote order
conversion

✕ Captures no demand beyond
the dining room

✓ 78% of adults downloaded at least
one food app (National Restaurant
Association) and 37% order delivery
weekly (UpMenu, 2024)

Operating cost of menu
support

✕ Reprinting menus with every
price change

✓ US$3,600 average annual saving with
QR menus (QR Code, 2025)

Direct contact channel with
margin

✕ No owned list; the intermediary
keeps the guest

✓ 25.1% average email open rate
(Omnisend, 2024), an owned asset with
no commission

T H E  N U M B E R S  T H AT  M AT T E R

The dashboard I would read before signing the budget

222%
rise in customer acquisition cost
over the 8 years through 2025

7 x
more views on the Google Business

Profile than on the restaurant website

220800
average views per food and drink video on TikTok

78%
of adults downloaded at least one food app

80%
projected loyalty program
adoption by the close of 2025

3600 USD
average annual saving per
restaurant using QR menus
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V ISUAL I ZAT ION

The numbers, visualized

rise in customer acquisition cost over the 8 years through 2025

222%

more views on the Google Business Profile than on the restaurant website

7x

of adults downloaded at least one food app

78%

projected loyalty program adoption by the close of 2025

80%

True effective third-party delivery commission with fees — 2026 industry benchmark

35%

Sources: Marqii 2025 · Malou 2025 · Restroworks 2025 · National Restaurant Association 2026 · LoyaltyPass 2026

Chart by masterestaurant.com

R E A L  C A S E

“We had 62% of the budget in print and radio, and when Diego asked for the cost per cover of each piece
we could not calculate it: it did not exist. We moved everything into the Google profile, three short videos a
week and an owned WhatsApp list; the following quarter owned delivery went from 11% to 19% of sales
and the average ticket from the list rose 14% above the dining room. What stung was not the gain, it was
realising I had funded 62% of a budget nobody could audit for four years.”

— Operating partner of a two-unit group, 500 thousand to 1 million USD a year, mid-sized Latin
American city

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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Three-phase roadmap, with deliverable and metric

1 Phase 1 (days 1-30): audit the spend and build the local asset
Deliverable: a marketing spend matrix with cost per cover attributed to every piece, plus a
complete Google profile with photos, hours, menu and replies to every review. Any piece without
a trackable code leaves the budget that same month. Success metric: 100% of spend traced
and a 30% lift in profile views, the channel already drawing 7 times more traffic than the website
(Malou, 2025).

2 Phase 2 (days 31-90): produce short video and capture an owned base
Deliverable: twelve vertical videos a month shot in the kitchen and dining room, each featuring
one high contribution margin dish, and an owned WhatsApp or email list with opt-in at the table
and through the QR. Success metric: 1,200 owned contacts and audience growth at the 2 to 3
times pace short video enables (Restroworks, 2025), with a 25% minimum open rate, the
market average (Omnisend, 2024).

3 Phase 3 (days 91-180): turn audience into repeat purchase and defend margin
Deliverable: an active loyalty program with frequency rules, owned delivery conversion against
the marketplace, and menu engineering applied to whatever gets promoted so traffic lands on
dishes with food cost below 32%. Success metric: 110 new loyalty sign-ups per unit per month,
the pace of the best QSRs (Paytronix, 2024), and two EBITDA points recovered from lower
intermediary commissions.

4 Standing governance: monthly review of funnel unit economics
Deliverable: a one-page sheet per unit with acquisition cost, 60-day repeat rate, average ticket
by channel and table turnover during promoted hours. It gets reviewed in the operations
meeting on the first Monday of each month. Success metric: acquisition cost flat or falling
across two consecutive quarters, against the sector trend of a 222% cumulative rise (Marqii,
2025).

FA Q

Questions that come up in every board meeting

What does it cost NOT to move from traditional to digital marketing?

It costs the acquisition differential. With customer acquisition cost 222% higher than eight years ago (Marqii,
2025) and a local channel holding 7 times more views than your website (Malou, 2025), every quarter without
attribution is a quarter paying today's prices at yesterday's efficiency, with no owned base to cushion it.
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What share of the 2026 budget should go to digital?

For restaurants under 500 thousand USD a year the answer is all of it in measurable digital assets, because
there is no margin for unauditable spend. Between 1 and 5 million I accept up to 20% in traditional for market
notoriety; above 5 million, up to 35% when the business is a destination or themed concept.

Does short video really increase restaurant sales?

It grows audience 2 to 3 times faster than other formats, with 220,800 average views per piece on TikTok and
135,200 on Reels (Restroworks, 2025). The sale arrives when that audience enters an owned list and a loyalty
program; video without contact capture is rented reach, not restaurant growth.

How do you measure the return on online reputation?

By profile conversion, not by stars. Track direction requests, calls and menu clicks against profile views, that
channel with 7 times more traffic than your site (Malou, 2025), and cross it with monthly covers. If reputation
climbs and conversion stays put, the problem sits in photos, hours or an outdated menu.

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

Gasto recomendado en marketing como % de ventas
(restaurante establecido)

3% a 6%
Toast — Average Marketing Budget for a
Restaurant 2025

Gasto en marketing como % de ventas (restaurante
nuevo)

hasta 10%
Toast — Average Marketing Budget for a
Restaurant 2025

CAC pagado promedio en comida rápida US$27
ChowNow — Restaurant Customer
Acquisition Cost 2025

CAC orgánico promedio en comida rápida ~US$9
ChowNow — Restaurant Customer
Acquisition Cost 2025

CAC pagado en alta cocina (fine dining)
cerca de
US$180

ChowNow — Restaurant Customer
Acquisition Cost 2025

Primeros comensales que nunca regresan 70%
Restroworks — Restaurant Customer
Retention Statistics 2025
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