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

Paid advertising does not buy growth: it buys TIME. It pays off only when contribution
margin per visit multiplied by repeat frequency clears acquisition cost before the cash
runs out, and in restaurants that rarely happens on the first transaction. With a typical 65%
contribution margin on a 28 USD check, each new guest leaves about 18 USD, so a 22 USD
CAC only clears if the guest returns, and average sector retention sits near 55% according
to Restroworks (2025). The myth blames creative or bidding; the measured reality is that
the denominator is the problem: without repeat visits and first-party ordering, you are
renting traffic at a loss. The data backs it: average Google Ads conversion in restaurants
and food reaches 7,1% according to WordStream (2025), and first-party ordering drives
35% more items per check than third-party marketplaces according to Paytronix (2024).
Recommendation for 2026: turn the paid budget into a first-party data engine, not a
traffic tap.
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INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY OF MASTERESTAURANT® — EXCLUSIVE FOR SECTOR LEADERS

A 1,4 million USD operation showed me a campaign dashboard with 4,2 ROAS and the smile of an owner who
thinks the game is won. We went down to the cash register: 68% of those orders came through third-party
marketplaces, with commission, and real contribution margin per transaction had fallen below the point where ad
spend pays for itself. The dashboard was not lying, it was measuring something else.

That gap between what the platform reports and what reaches the bank is the core of this document. According
to Statista (2024), the prepared-food delivery segment in the United States moved roughly 96 billion USD, and
that volume built an auction where thousands of restaurants bid for the same hungry guest at seven in the
evening. When everyone raises the bid, the consistent winner is whoever owns the ad inventory.

The Masterestaurant framework treats paid advertising as an OpEx line with a measurable return requirement,
never as an image expense. Diego F. Parra has spent twenty years sitting with owners who confuse reach with
demand, and the fix always starts in the same place: define contribution margin per visit before defining the
budget, because the second number depends on the first and never the other way around.

This white paper covers the full revenue spectrum, from the operator under 500 thousand USD who needs to
know whether 400 USD a month is affordable to the group above 10 million running an in-house media team,
and it includes two high-end archetypes with their own cost structures: the celebrity-chef restaurant above 5
million and the large-format themed venue with set design and show staff.

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

Side-by-side comparison

PAID ADVERTISING AS A

TRAFFIC TAP

(TRADITIONAL APPROACH)

PAID ADVERTISING AS A FIRST-PARTY

DATA ENGINE (MASTERESTAURANT

FRAMEWORK)

Governing metric ✕ Platform ROAS, before
commission and food cost (32%
maximum per dish)

✓ Net contribution margin per acquired
guest: 18 USD on a 28 USD check

Return horizon ✕ First transaction; if it does
not pay in 24 hours the
campaign is switched off

✓ 12-month LTV against a 55% retention
baseline (Restroworks 2025)

Conversion channel ✕ Third-party marketplace
charging 15% to 30%
commission on gross

✓ First-party ordering: 35% more items per
check (Paytronix 2024)

Asset left when spend stops ✕ None: traffic disappears the
same day the budget drops

✓ SMS and email base with 98% SMS
open rate (Constant Contact 2024)

Expected search-channel
conversion

✕ Assumed generic 2% to 3%
by analogy with retail

✓ Category benchmark cited: 7,1% in
restaurants and food (WordStream 2025)
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PAID ADVERTISING AS A

TRAFFIC TAP

(TRADITIONAL APPROACH)

PAID ADVERTISING AS A FIRST-PARTY

DATA ENGINE (MASTERESTAURANT

FRAMEWORK)

Role of organic content ✕ Filler posts with no function
inside the sales funnel

✓ Reels and TikTok as CAC reducers: 51%
of users dine out because of that content
(Restroworks 2025)

Structural risk ✕ Auction dependency: CPM
inflation transfers margin to the
intermediary

✓ Channel diversification, with a cut-off
threshold defined before investing

Chapter 1 — The campaign dashboard and the P&L measure two different things

A 4.2 ROAS does not mean advertising is paying the rent, and that confusion drains cash every month. The plat‐
form reports gross attributed revenue; the bank receives contribution margin after marketplace commission,
packaging and cost of goods sold. When 71% of attributed orders come through an aggregator taking its cut, the
revenue shown on screen reaches the P&L shrunk by 60% to 70%. That 4.2 turns into something near a real
1.4, and at that level you are buying volume at cost. The fix is not switching campaigns off: it is changing the
metric that governs the decision. The prepared-food delivery segment in the United States moved around 96 bil‐
lion USD in 2024 according to Statista, and that volume sustains an auction where thousands of operators bid
for the same seven-o'clock diner. Define first how much margin a visit leaves, then decide how much you can
pay to bring it in; the reverse order is the costliest mistake I see on restaurant marketing dashboards.

Chapter 2 — Budget derives from contribution margin per visit, never the other way around

With an average check of 28 USD and a 30% food cost, gross contribution lands near 19.60 USD per visit be‐
fore touching any variable service cost. If sector retention averages 55% according to Restroworks (2025), that
diner returns a bit more than twice, pushing the value of the relationship above 40 USD of accumulated contribu‐
tion. Only with that figure in hand can you set an acquisition ceiling: a 12 USD CAC is an excellent business, a
30 USD one is a leak dressed as growth. The Masterestaurant framework treats paid advertising as an OpEx
line with a measurable return requirement, not as an image expense. The second diner costs nothing to acquire
and leaves the same margin as the first, and there sits the only arithmetic that makes a paid media program
profitable in foodservice. Where the agency reports CPM and reach, the operator with judgment chases the re‐
turn rate of the customer already acquired.

Chapter 3 — Repeat frequency: the lever no agency optimizes

With sector retention at 55% according to Restroworks (2025), every point you add above that baseline multi‐
plies the return on advertising spend that already happened and is already paid. An owned messaging channel
changes the equation brutally: SMS records roughly 98% open rates with 90% read within one to three minutes
according to Constant Contact (2024), and a 45% response rate against email's 6% according to Omnisend
(2025). Diego F. Parra has spent twenty years correcting owners who mistake reach for demand, and the con‐
versation always circles back to frequency. Moving orders to your own channel does not reduce acquisition cost,
it amortizes it over a larger check, and that nuance decides whether the campaign survives the quarter. Guests
order 35% more items per check on first-party platforms than through third parties, according to Paytronix
(2024), a finding Lightspeed (2025) confirms in its reading of the digital check.
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Chapter 4 — Owned channel versus marketplace: the
same CAC spread over structurally different checks

On a 32 USD base order, that gap adds roughly 11 USD of extra sales arriving with no aggregator commission,
which means almost entirely into contribution margin. Add that Google Ads conversion in restaurants and food
reaches 7.1% according to WordStream (2025) and the full argument is there: paying for traffic that lands in your
own ordering system yields twice what paying for traffic landing in someone else's storefront does. A funnel with‐
out contact capture is open at the bottom. Workable budget does not scale linearly with sales, and confusing
that destroys small operations. Below 500 thousand USD a year, 400 USD monthly represents close to 1% of
sales and is justified only when concentrated within a three-kilometre radius with mandatory contact capture;
with no owned list, that money evaporates. Between 500 thousand and 1 million, the healthy range runs from
1.5% to 2%, some 1,200 to 1,600 USD, already split into two campaigns by daypart.

Chapter 5 — What each revenue band can afford, with a different figure in each one

Above 1 million the problem opening this document appears: there is budget enough to reach a 4.2 ROAS and
no margin discipline to read it. Above 5 million the mix professionalizes and influencer marketing enters as its
own line within a global market that passed 33 billion USD in 2025 according to Socially Powerful. Above 10 mil‐
lion, with an in-house media team, the governing metric becomes cost per retained guest. Above 5 million USD
a year two archetypes appear whose cost structure breaks sector averages, and applying a casual dining
benchmark to them is a diagnostic error. The celebrity-chef restaurant carries a talent cost —schedule, press,
audiovisual production— that consumes budget without generating reservations by itself; its paid advertising
works as an amplifier of notoriety that already exists, and there the return gets measured in occupancy of off-
peak slots, not in clicks. The large-format themed venue carries scenery, maintenance and performance staff,
with a payroll that can double that of an equivalent format by seats.

Chapter 6 — High end: the celebrity chef and the large-format themed venue pay other costs

For both, social discovery outweighs search: Instagram records 2.2% engagement against Facebook's 0.22%
according to Restroworks (2025), and 51% of TikTok users dine out because of a restaurant's content. Every
visit that arrives through paid advertising and leaves without dropping a data point forces you to buy that same
person again next time, and that is the silent drain in nearly every media budget I audit. Capture turns a one-
round expense into an asset with compound yield. The numbers back the channel priority: SMS opens near
98% according to Textellent (2024) and records an 18% click rate according to Tabular (2025), while restaurant
email sits at 43.6% open according to Stripo (2025) yet barely 1.06% click according to Mailchimp (2025). Gift
cards add a rarely discussed layer: around 6% of issued value is never redeemed according to Capital One
Shopping (2026), pure margin that funds part of the acquisition cost.

Chapter 7 — The funnel open at the bottom: capture the contact or pay again

Prefer SMS for urgency and email for relationship. Suppose you shut down all paid advertising for sixty days
and measure what happens to sales; the result of that experiment is worth more than any attribution report. If
the drop stays under 10%, you were paying for diners who were coming anyway and the spend subsidized the
platform. If the drop exceeds 30%, the operation depends on paid media and the problem lives in product and
retention, not in creative. The healthy point sits in between and gets corrected by lifting repeat purchase until the
campaign feeds an owned list that sustains base sales. One figure helps calibrate: 29% of United States restau‐
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rant traffic over twelve months arrived with some kind of offer according to Circana (2025), and value menus
added 1% of traffic in the quarter to June 2025 while total traffic fell 1%. Set your CAC ceiling today and audit
the gap against the bank every Monday.

Chapter 8 — Seven differences that change the bottom line

The traditional approach measures attributed revenue; the Masterestaurant framework measures net contribu‐
tion margin, and the gap between the two usually runs 60% to 70% of the amount showing on the platform dash‐
board. Where the agency optimises CPM, the operator with judgement optimises repeat frequency, because
with 55% retention (Restroworks 2025) the second visit costs nothing to acquire and leaves the same margin as
the first. Delivery conversion weighs differently by channel: 35% more items per check according to Paytronix
(2024) means the same CAC amortises over a structurally larger ticket. A sales funnel without contact capture is
a funnel open at the bottom; with 98% SMS open rates according to Constant Contact (2024), each captured
record is worth more than the click that produced it. Online reputation acts as a silent CAC multiplier: the same
bid performs differently on a 4,7-star listing than on a 3,9-star one, and no column in the ads manager shows it.

Chapter 9 — Seven differences that change the bottom line — in practice

Serious restaurant growth starts from guest LTV and works backwards to the budget; the traditional approach
starts from available budget and hopes LTV shows up on its own. Under stress, the traditional approach cuts ad‐
vertising first because it is the easiest line to trim, while the Masterestaurant framework cuts the portion of spend
that produces no first-party data and protects the rest.

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

Criterion-by-criterion comparison

METRIC GOVERNING THE BUDGET

A ·  PA I D  A D V E R T I S I N G  A S  A T R A F F I C  TA P
( T R A D I T I O N A L A P P R O A C H )

Platform-reported ROAS, before food cost
and commission

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

tolerable CAC derived from contribution
margin per visit

Verdict: The unit-economics framework wins: platform ROAS overstates real return by 60% to
70% once volume runs through commissioned marketplaces.
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PRIORITY CONVERSION CHANNEL

A ·  PA I D  A D V E R T I S I N G  A S  A T R A F F I C  TA P
( T R A D I T I O N A L A P P R O A C H )

Third-party marketplace for immediate
volume

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T First-party

ordering with contact capture

Verdict: The owned channel wins: 35% more items per check according to Paytronix (2024) on
the same acquisition cost.

EVALUATION HORIZON

A ·  PA I D  A D V E R T I S I N G  A S  A T R A F F I C  TA P
( T R A D I T I O N A L A P P R O A C H )

First transaction, 24 to 72 hour window

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T 12-month LTV

against 55% retention (Restroworks 2025)

Verdict: The long horizon wins, with an honest caveat: it demands cash to absorb the lag, which
is why operations below 500 thousand USD work on 90 days rather than 12 months.

ROLE OF AUDIOVISUAL CONTENT

A ·  PA I D  A D V E R T I S I N G  A S  A T R A F F I C  TA P
( T R A D I T I O N A L A P P R O A C H )

Brand posts with no measurable funnel
function

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

as paid creative and discovery lever

Verdict: Content with a function wins: 38% of Gen Z discovery happens on TikTok according to
Toast (2026), and that material cuts cost per result in the auction.
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BEHAVIOUR UNDER STRESS

A ·  PA I D  A D V E R T I S I N G  A S  A T R A F F I C  TA P
( T R A D I T I O N A L A P P R O A C H )

Linear cut to the advertising line at the first
bad quarter

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Selective cut to

spend that generates no first-party data

Verdict: The selective cut wins: switching everything off destroys the contact base, the only
marketing asset that survives a downturn at a 98% SMS open rate (Constant Contact 2024).

SPEND GOVERNANCE AT BOARD LEVEL

A ·  PA I D  A D V E R T I S I N G  A S  A T R A F F I C  TA P
( T R A D I T I O N A L A P P R O A C H )

Monthly report on reach, impressions and
ROAS

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Three fortnightly

figures: CAC by channel, margin per order,
base growth

Verdict: The three-figure dashboard wins: it is the only format a CFO can audit against the
general ledger without translation.

S I D E - B Y- S I D E  C O M PA R I S O N
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What keeps the myth alive T R A D I T I O N A L A P P R O A C H

What the cash register says M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T

Platform ROAS gets read as profit when it is attributed gross revenue that deducts neither food cost
nor marketplace commission.

✕

Budgets are set as a historical percentage of sales, typically 3% to 6%, without checking whether
contribution margin per visit can carry that CAC.

✕

Teams tune creative and bidding for months while the real problem lives in retention, which the sector
averages at 55% according to Restroworks (2025).

✕

Third-party delivery gets counted as incremental revenue when much of it cannibalises guests who
already ordered direct.

✕

Campaigns get switched off in low season, precisely when CPM falls and the marginal efficiency of
spend is highest.

✕

One number governs the decision: net contribution margin per acquired guest, after food cost, channel
commission and variable service cost.

✓

Budget derives from the profitability threshold, not from a percentage: if the maximum tolerable CAC is
14 USD, that figure sets the bid and never the reverse.

✓

Every paid dollar must leave a first-party record, because SMS marketing gets a 45% response rate
against 6% for email according to Omnisend (2025).

✓

First-party ordering wins on unit economics: 35% more items per check than third-party channels
according to Paytronix (2024).

✓

Audiovisual content lowers CAC before the campaign even starts: 38% of Gen Z discovery happens on
TikTok according to Toast (2026).

✓

S I D E - B Y- S I D E  C O M PA R I S O N
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Side-by-side comparison

PAID ADVERTISING AS A

TRAFFIC TAP

(TRADITIONAL APPROACH)

PAID ADVERTISING AS A FIRST-PARTY

DATA ENGINE (MASTERESTAURANT

FRAMEWORK)

Governing metric ✕ Platform ROAS, before
commission and food cost (32%
maximum per dish)

✓ Net contribution margin per acquired
guest: 18 USD on a 28 USD check

Return horizon ✕ First transaction; if it does
not pay in 24 hours the
campaign is switched off

✓ 12-month LTV against a 55% retention
baseline (Restroworks 2025)

Conversion channel ✕ Third-party marketplace
charging 15% to 30%
commission on gross

✓ First-party ordering: 35% more items per
check (Paytronix 2024)

Asset left when spend stops ✕ None: traffic disappears the
same day the budget drops

✓ SMS and email base with 98% SMS
open rate (Constant Contact 2024)

Expected search-channel
conversion

✕ Assumed generic 2% to 3%
by analogy with retail

✓ Category benchmark cited: 7,1% in
restaurants and food (WordStream 2025)

Role of organic content ✕ Filler posts with no function
inside the sales funnel

✓ Reels and TikTok as CAC reducers: 51%
of users dine out because of that content
(Restroworks 2025)

Structural risk ✕ Auction dependency: CPM
inflation transfers margin to the
intermediary

✓ Channel diversification, with a cut-off
threshold defined before investing

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

Indicators that govern the investment decision

7.1%
average Google Ads conversion in
the restaurants and food category

35%
more items per check ordering on first-
party platforms versus third parties

55%
average customer retention rate in restaurants
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V ISUAL I ZAT ION

The numbers, visualized

average Google Ads conversion in the restaurants and food category

7.1%

more items per check ordering on first-party platforms versus third parties

35%

average customer retention rate in restaurants

55%

average SMS campaign open rate, read within 1 to 3 minutes

98%

of Gen Z restaurant discovery happens on TikTok

38%

size of the prepared-food delivery segment in the United States

96
BN USD

Sources: WordStream 2025 · Paytronix 2024 · Restroworks 2025 · Constant Contact 2024 · Toast 2026

98%
average SMS campaign open

rate, read within 1 to 3 minutes

38%
of Gen Z restaurant discovery happens on TikTok

96
size of the prepared-food delivery

segment in the United States

B N  U S D

Chart by masterestaurant.com

R E A L  C A S E
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“We arrived with 6.200 USD a month in paid media and a reported 4,1 ROAS that appeared nowhere in the
P&L. We rebuilt the number channel by channel: 68% of volume came from marketplaces charging 24%
commission, and contribution margin per order had dropped to 4,80 USD on a 31 USD check. We cut 40%
of the third-party budget, moved it into contact capture on first-party ordering and weekly Reels production,
and in 90 days the SMS base went from zero to 3.400 records on a list that opens at 98%. Direct-channel
check size rose 33%, close to the 35% Paytronix reports, and contribution margin per order reached 11,40
USD. Revenue stayed almost flat, but we kept 74.000 USD more a year.”

— Operations director, three-unit fast casual group, 1 to 5 million USD annual revenue band —
Masterestaurant framework implementation

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

90-day implementation roadmap

1 Days 1 to 21 — Set the maximum tolerable CAC before touching a bid
Calculate contribution margin per visit: average check minus food cost (which must not exceed
32% per dish) minus channel commission minus variable service cost. Multiply by expected 12-
month frequency, using the 55% retention Restroworks reports (2025) as the floor. Divide the
result by two and you have your maximum CAC with a safety margin. That number, not the
available budget, governs everything that follows. Without it, any campaign is a bet placed with
payroll money.

2 Days 22 to 45 — Rebuild the sales funnel around first-party data capture
Install first-party ordering before raising a dollar of investment, because the owned channel
drives 35% more items per check according to Paytronix (2024). Every touchpoint (QR menu,
reservation confirmation, delivery packaging) should ask for a phone number or email with a
clear reason to hand it over. SMS opens at 98% according to Constant Contact (2024) and gets
a 45% response rate against email's 6% according to Omnisend (2025), so the phone number is
worth more, though email carries longer pieces at 43,6% sector open rates according to Stripo
(2025).

3 Days 46 to 70 — Produce the content that lowers your bid
Before scaling spend, build a cadence of three Reels or TikToks a week with product on camera
and a human face. Some 51% of TikTok users dine out because of a restaurant's content
according to Restroworks (2025), and 38% of Gen Z discovery runs through the platform
according to Toast (2026). Instagram delivers 2,2% engagement against Facebook's 0,22%
according to Restroworks (2025). That content lowers cost per result when you use it as paid
creative, because the auction rewards what holds attention.
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4 Days 71 to 90 — Scale only what clears the threshold and lock the spend governance
Raise budget only on ad sets whose measured CAC sits below the maximum you set in phase
one, and switch off the rest without sentiment. Book a fortnightly review with three figures on the
table: CAC by channel, contribution margin per order, and net growth of the contact base.
Document the assumptions in the board pack. If CAC climbs two fortnights running without the
check climbing too, the problem sits in the offer, not the campaign.

FA Q

Questions that come from the board

How much should a restaurant spend on paid advertising in 2026?

The right percentage comes from margin, not from a rule of thumb. Work out contribution margin per visit and
your maximum tolerable CAC; that sets the ceiling. As an efficiency reference, category conversion averages
7,1% according to WordStream (2025), so at a 1,50 USD CPC your CAC lands near 21 USD and only clears if
the guest comes back at least once.

Does paid advertising work if my online reputation sits at 3,9 stars?

It works at burning cash faster. The same bid converts worse on a weak listing because the click lands on a
page that subtracts trust, and you pay all the same. Fix reputation and operations first; with sector retention at
55% according to Restroworks (2025), every dissatisfied guest the campaign brings leaves the system and
takes the CAC out with them.

Is it worth paying for ads inside third-party delivery apps?

Only as a short-term tactic, with margin measured after commission. First-party ordering generates 35% more
items per check according to Paytronix (2024), so every dollar pushing toward the owned channel performs
structurally better. Use the marketplace for discovery and migrate the guest to your platform with an incentive
inside the packaging.

Do Reels and TikTok replace paid advertising or complement it?

They make it cheaper. Some 51% of TikTok users dine out because of a restaurant's content according to
Restroworks (2025), and 38% of Gen Z discovery runs through that platform according to Toast (2026). Organic
content that holds attention becomes the best paid creative you will ever have, because the auction rewards
retention and cuts your cost per result.

D ATA  &  S O U R C E S
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Propiedad Intelectual de Masterestaurant® — Exclusivo para Líderes de Sector · masterestaurant.com

Sector data 2026 (official sources)

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

Metric Benchmark 2026 Source

Altas de miembros de
lealtad

Los mejores QSR inscriben ~110 nuevos
miembros por tienda al mes

Paytronix — Annual Loyalty
Report 2024

Frecuencia de compra de
miembros de lealtad

81% de los miembros de lealtad en EE.UU.
compran con más frecuencia que los no
miembros

Paytronix — Annual Loyalty
Report 2024

Ingresos por estrategia
social

Restaurantes activos en redes reportaron
+9.9% de ingresos directos B2C en 2024

Deloitte Digital — Social media
strategies for restaurants

Ingresos de marcas 'social-
first'

Las marcas con mejor estrategia social vieron
+14.1% de ingresos

Deloitte Digital — Social media
strategies for restaurants

Descubrimiento en
Instagram

60% de los consumidores usa Instagram para
encontrar restaurantes nuevos

Tablein — Restaurant Social
Media Marketing Statistics 2024

Redes sociales y decisión
(Gen Z)

67% de la Gen Z y 57% de los millennials se
apoyan en redes para decidir dónde comer

Tablein — Restaurant Social
Media Marketing Statistics 2024
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