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Reels vs TikTok for restaurants: the reach myth
and the real economics of every filled table

By Diego F. Parra · Updated 2026-08-11 · Marketing & Growth

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

Neither platform wins in the abstract: the winner is whichever delivers the lower cost per
SEATED guest inside your service radius. As an operating rule for 2026, TikTok buys
cheap discovery while Reels converts nearby intent; according to MGH (2024), 58% of
users visited a restaurant after seeing it on TikTok, up from 38% in 2022, while 67% of Gen
Z decides where to eat based on social media (TouchBistro, 2025). The margin reading is
straightforward: with a high average check and a catchment radius beyond twenty
minutes, TikTok returns more per useful impression; if you live on weekly repeat business
and neighborhood traffic, Reels sustains guest lifetime value with far less production
overhead. You settle this with a formula, not a preference — social CAC equals total period
spend divided by attributed guests — and you compare that figure against the contribution
margin of your check, never against reach.
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INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY OF MASTERESTAURANT® — EXCLUSIVE FOR SECTOR LEADERS

An established restaurant should run marketing between 3% and 6% of sales, and up to 10% during an opening
(Toast, 2025). On an operation billing 500 thousand to 1 million dollars a year that means fifteen to sixty
thousand dollars annually, a line almost nobody audits with the rigor applied to food cost, and that gap is where
this whole debate goes wrong.

The question «Reels vs TikTok for restaurants» usually gets answered with a viral-video anecdote rather than
unit economics. This document treats it as what it is: an allocation decision covering creative CapEx and
recurring OpEx across two channels with different production costs, content shelf lives and conversion profiles.

One figure anchors the entire framework: brands with the strongest social strategy reported 14.1% higher
revenue according to Deloitte Digital, while restaurants merely active on social reported 9.9% higher direct
B2C revenue in 2024 (Deloitte Digital). That four-point spread is precisely what method is worth compared
to presence.

I write this from the table where payroll gets signed, not from an agency desk. The Masterestaurant framework
treats audiovisual content as a cost line with measurable return: every piece carries a production cost, an
expected attribution and an expiry date, exactly like a dish under menu engineering.

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

Side-by-side comparison

INSTAGRAM REELS TIKTOK

Discovery profile (Gen Z
searching where to eat)

✕ 55% of Gen Z reads restaurant
reviews on Instagram (TouchBistro,
2025)

✓ 41% of Gen Z uses TikTok to
search and discover restaurants
(Restroworks, 2025)

Declared conversion to a
physical visit

✕ 67% of Gen Z decides where to eat
based on social media overall
(TouchBistro, 2025)

✓ 58% visited a restaurant after
seeing it on TikTok, vs 38% in 2022
(MGH, 2024)

Typical cost of a creator
collaboration

✕ US$202 average spend per
influencer collaboration (Collabstr, 2025)

✓ US$202 average spend per
influencer collaboration (Collabstr,
2025)

Weight of the channel in the
repeat cycle

✕ High: returning guests spend 67%
more per order than first-timers
(Restroworks, 2025)

✓ Medium: strong on first visit, weak
without an owned contact list

Interaction demanded from the
operator

✕ 43% of diners consider replying to
comments very important (Toast, 2024)

✓ 43% of diners consider replying to
comments very important (Toast,
2024)
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INSTAGRAM REELS TIKTOK

Suggested budget as share of
sales

✕ 3% to 6% for an established
operation (Toast, 2025)

✓ Up to 10% during an opening or a
new-market entry (Toast, 2025)

Combined effect on reputation
and revenue

✕ +9.9% direct B2C revenue among
restaurants active on social (Deloitte
Digital)

✓ +14.1% revenue among brands
with the strongest social strategy
(Deloitte Digital)

Chapter 1 — Which platform makes sense on a 3% to 6% of sales budget?

With a marketing budget of 3% to 6% of sales for an established restaurant, and up to 10% during an
opening (Toast, 2025), the operational answer is to split 70/30 toward Reels and keep TikTok as a testing
ground for formats.

That percentage on a 500,000 to 1 million dollar a year operation yields between fifteen and sixty thousand dol‐
lars annually, and anyone who halves it on instinct is betting half the ad money on a platform whose organic
reach cannot tell apart someone living eight blocks away from someone watching in another country. Some 58%
of users visited a restaurant after seeing it on TikTok, up from 38% in 2022 (MGH Survey 2024), and that twenty-
point jump in two years explains why the platform deserves budget; it does not explain why it deserves the
FIRST dollar. The metric that settles this debate is cost per guest SEATED inside your service radius, and nei‐
ther platform reports it.

Chapter 2 — Cost per seated guest, not cost per view

A TikTok video with a hundred thousand views costs the same to produce as a Reel with eight thousand, yet if
those eight thousand land inside your postal code the cost per actual visit collapses. Run the arithmetic with
your own numbers: take the average spend per influencer collaboration, which in 2025 was US$202 (Collabstr,
2025 Influencer Marketing Report), divide it by that week's attributable bookings and compare both platforms
against the same denominator. Brands with the strongest social strategy reported 14.1% higher revenue, while
restaurants merely active on social reported 9.9% (Deloitte Digital); those four points of difference are the price
of having a method instead of a presence. Your revenue band changes the answer more than your number of lo‐
cations does. Below 500,000 dollars a year, a budget of 3% to 6% (Toast, 2025) yields fifteen to thirty thousand
dollars and will not cover two platforms done properly: Reels, with 55% of Gen Z reading restaurant reviews on
Instagram (TouchBistro Diner Trends 2025), and nothing else.

Chapter 3 — What changes by annual revenue band

Between 500,000 and 1 million there is finally slack to test TikTok on a learning budget, knowing 41% of Gen Z
uses it to discover restaurants (Restroworks, 2025). Above 1 million, production stops being the bottleneck and
attribution becomes one; above 5 million, the question is no longer how much you spend but how many kitchens
one video can fill, and TikTok regains ground there because its wide reach stops being waste. Above 5 million
dollars a year —celebrity chef restaurant, large-format themed venue, multi-brand group— the calculation flips
and TikTok becomes the primary acquisition channel. The reason is geographic: a venue that size feeds on
tourism and on deliberate travel, so the national reach that was waste in a neighborhood becomes inventory
here. This band carries different costs: an in-house content team rather than freelancers, image rights for the
chef, and a calendar that competes with television production.
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Chapter 4 — The high end: celebrity chef, large format, and its own costs

Some 67% of Gen Z decides where to eat based on social media (TouchBistro 2025 Diner Trends Report), and
in large format that decision gets made weeks ahead, not on the way to the table. Past 10 million, content stops
being marketing and becomes corporate brand management, legal review included. A TikTok piece concentrates
its traction in the first seventy-two hours while a well-tagged Reel keeps surfacing in internal search weeks later,
and that difference in shelf life is what decides your creative CapEx. If you produce ten pieces a month at
US$202 each (Collabstr, 2025), on TikTok you amortize that spend across three days and on Reels you stretch it
over several weeks: the cost per day of exposure is nowhere near comparable. Diego F. Parra insists, within the
Masterestaurant framework, on treating every video like a dish in menu engineering, with production cost, ex‐
pected attribution and expiry date written down BEFORE anyone films.

Chapter 5 — Content shelf life and creative CapEx

That discipline changes the outcome: whoever produces for both platforms from the same script pays twice for a
single idea and credits whichever one happened to measure better. Suppose you move 100% of the budget to
TikTok for one quarter. The first thirty days reach multiplies and the dashboard looks spectacular; by day sixty,
the guest who already knew you stops seeing reminders because Instagram is where they check before decid‐
ing —55% of Gen Z reads reviews there (TouchBistro Diner Trends 2025)— and your regulars, who spend 67%
more per order than first-timers (Restroworks, 2025), start spacing out visits. By day ninety your average check
has dropped even though traffic rose, because you traded loyal patrons for one-time curious visitors. That is the
paradox of cheap discovery: TikTok brings you people who do not return, and the till is funded by those who do.
The resolution is not picking a platform; it is assigning each one the part of the funnel it actually handles.

Chapter 6 — Reviews and replies: the link neither platform covers

Neither platform closes the sale on its own, because the review sits between the video and the table. Some 71%
read Google reviews before deciding where to eat (BrightLocal Local Consumer Review Survey 2024) and gain‐
ing one Yelp star lifts revenue by 5% to 9%, according to Michael Luca's work at Harvard Business School. Put
plainly: that one star is worth more than most campaigns argued over in this comparison, and it costs opera‐
tions, not ad spend. Add that 43% of diners consider it very important that a brand replies to comments (Toast,
2024) and you have the correct order of work. Start this week by mapping the postal codes of your last hundred
bookings against each platform's reach map; that number, not the view count, decides where your next dollar
goes. Cost per useful impression is not cost per impression. TikTok hands out reach to strangers generously, yet
much of that reach lives outside your service radius; Reels distributes less and closer.

Chapter 7 — The five differences that actually move margin

For an operation in the 500 thousand to 1 million band, a TikTok video with a hundred thousand views can be
worth less than a Reel with eight thousand if those eight thousand land in the right postal code, and almost no
owner runs that arithmetic before hiring production. Content shelf life differs, and that changes creative CapEx.
A TikTok piece concentrates traction in the first seventy-two hours; a well-tagged Reel keeps surfacing in internal
search weeks later, which lowers the amortized cost per piece. Anyone producing for both platforms on an iden‐
tical calendar is paying twice for the same asset. Honest attribution behaves differently in each channel. A reser‐
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vation confirmation SMS generates US$4.20 in revenue per message (Tabular, 2025) because it closes the loop
with an identifier; video closes nothing on its own. Reels lets you push the guest toward your owned list more
naturally, while TikTok leaves them stranded in reach limbo unless you build a capture bridge.

Chapter 8 — The five differences that actually move margin — in practice

Reputational risk distributes backwards from what most operators assume. On Instagram, 55% of Gen Z reads
reviews inside the platform (TouchBistro, 2025), so a crisis gets read alongside your menu; on TikTok the nega‐
tive comment travels faster yet detaches from the profile. Risk mitigation demands different protocols, and 43%
of diners consider your reply very important (Toast, 2024). Delivery conversion carries different weight by chan‐
nel and market. With US online delivery projected at US$473.49 billion for 2026 (Statista, 2026), short video is
now the de facto catalog of that business, and there TikTok buys trial while Reels sustains repeat orders from
the guest who already bought once.

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

Criterion-by-criterion analysis with an allocation verdict

CUSTOMER ACQUISITION COST

A ·  I N S TA G R A M  R E E L S Lower per piece

once the local audience already follows
the account; light production and near-
zero marginal cost.

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

impression but with heavy geographic
waste outside the service radius.

Verdict: Reels for operations under 1 million with a short radius; TikTok when a high check
justifies the waste.

NEW-AUDIENCE DISCOVERY

A ·  I N S TA G R A M  R E E L S Limited to the

social graph and the profile's internal
search.

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T 41% of Gen Z

uses it to search restaurants (Restroworks,
2025) and 58% visited after watching a
video (MGH, 2024).

Verdict: TikTok, no argument, for openings and new-market entry.
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RETENTION AND REPEAT VISITS

A ·  I N S TA G R A M  R E E L S Strong: the profile

works as a living menu and sustains
returning-guest lifetime value.

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Weak without a

bridge to an owned list; the algorithm
never guarantees returning to the same
viewer.

Verdict: Reels, always paired with SMS capture or a loyalty program.

ONLINE REPUTATION AND CRISIS HANDLING

A ·  I N S TA G R A M  R E E L S 55% of Gen Z

reads reviews inside Instagram
(TouchBistro, 2025): the crisis gets read
next to your menu.

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Comments travel

fast yet detach from the profile and age
out within days.

Verdict: Reels demands the stricter response protocol; 43% of diners consider it very important
(Toast, 2024).

DELIVERY CONVERSION

A ·  I N S TA G R A M  R E E L S Solid with an

already-converted audience; works as an
order reminder.

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

initial trial in a market projected at
US$473.49 billion in the US for 2026
(Statista, 2026).

Verdict: TikTok to capture the first order, Reels to make sure there is a second.
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PRODUCTION COST AND OPERATIONAL LOAD

A ·  I N S TA G R A M  R E E L S Tolerates low-

production pieces without a severe reach
penalty.

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Demands a

sustained weekly rhythm and editing with
scripting judgment.

Verdict: Reels for teams without a dedicated editor; TikTok only with recurring production budget.

SCALABILITY TO MULTI-UNIT

A ·  I N S TA G R A M  R E E L S Fragments by

location and dilutes the parent brand
without content governance.

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

brand in a single account and routes traffic
to units by geolocation.

Verdict: TikTok for groups above 5 million a year; Reels per location with a central template.

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

When Reels is the right allocation R E P E AT  A N D  N E I G H B O R H O O D

Operations under 500 thousand USD a year with a ten-to-fifteen-minute catchment radius: the
audience already exists and needs reminding, not discovering.

✕

Low or mid average check with weekly frequency, where guest lifetime value builds through repetition
rather than a single event.

✕

Businesses with a slow-rotating menu and a stable visual setup, because the marginal cost of the next
piece is close to zero.

✕

Cases where online reputation carries weight: 55% of Gen Z reads restaurant reviews inside Instagram
(TouchBistro, 2025), so the profile doubles as storefront and social proof.

✕

Teams without a dedicated editor: the format tolerates lower-production pieces without a severe reach
penalty.

✕
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When TikTok is the right allocation M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T

Openings and new-market entries, where budget can reach 10% of sales (Toast, 2025) and discovery
volume is the actual requirement.

✓

High average check and wide catchment: 58% of users visited a restaurant after seeing it on TikTok
(MGH, 2024), and that trip usually crosses the city.

✓

Concepts with a genuine spectacle element — themed staging, open kitchen, large-format venues —
where video carries information a photo cannot.

✓

Operations above 5 million a year with budget for sustained weekly production and the capacity to
absorb seating peaks without breaking service.

✓

Brands chasing the Gen Z discovery band: 41% uses it to search for restaurants (Restroworks, 2025).✓

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

Side-by-side comparison

INSTAGRAM REELS TIKTOK

Discovery profile (Gen Z
searching where to eat)

✕ 55% of Gen Z reads restaurant
reviews on Instagram (TouchBistro,
2025)

✓ 41% of Gen Z uses TikTok to
search and discover restaurants
(Restroworks, 2025)

Declared conversion to a
physical visit

✕ 67% of Gen Z decides where to eat
based on social media overall
(TouchBistro, 2025)

✓ 58% visited a restaurant after
seeing it on TikTok, vs 38% in 2022
(MGH, 2024)

Typical cost of a creator
collaboration

✕ US$202 average spend per
influencer collaboration (Collabstr, 2025)

✓ US$202 average spend per
influencer collaboration (Collabstr,
2025)

Weight of the channel in the
repeat cycle

✕ High: returning guests spend 67%
more per order than first-timers
(Restroworks, 2025)

✓ Medium: strong on first visit, weak
without an owned contact list

Interaction demanded from the
operator

✕ 43% of diners consider replying to
comments very important (Toast, 2024)

✓ 43% of diners consider replying to
comments very important (Toast,
2024)

Suggested budget as share of
sales

✕ 3% to 6% for an established
operation (Toast, 2025)

✓ Up to 10% during an opening or a
new-market entry (Toast, 2025)
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INSTAGRAM REELS TIKTOK

Combined effect on reputation
and revenue

✕ +9.9% direct B2C revenue among
restaurants active on social (Deloitte
Digital)

✓ +14.1% revenue among brands
with the strongest social strategy
(Deloitte Digital)

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

Indicators underpinning the analysis

V ISUAL I ZAT ION

The numbers, visualized

58%
visited a restaurant after seeing

it on TikTok (38% in 2022)

67%
of Gen Z decides where to eat based on social media

14.1%
higher revenue among brands
with the strongest social strategy

67%
more spend per order from
returning guests vs first-timers

202 USD
average spend per creator collaboration

9%
revenue lift from one extra review star (5% to 9%)
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visited a restaurant after seeing it on TikTok (38% in 2022)

58%

of Gen Z decides where to eat based on social media

67%

higher revenue among brands with the strongest social strategy

14.1%

more spend per order from returning guests vs first-timers

67%

average spend per creator collaboration

202USD

revenue lift from one extra review star (5% to 9%)

9%

Sources: MGH Survey 2024 · TouchBistro 2025 Diner Trends Report · Deloitte Digital · Restroworks 2025 · Collabstr
2025 Influencer Marketing Report

Chart by masterestaurant.com

R E A L  C A S E

“We had two editors producing twelve pieces a month across both platforms and marketing spend had
climbed to 9.4% of sales in an operation billing 1.8 million a year, far above the 3% to 6% Toast flags as
healthy for an established business. We cut TikTok to one discovery piece a week, kept Reels on the
repeat-visit calendar, and set up SMS capture after every reservation. The following quarter spend fell to
5.1% of sales, average check rose from 34 to 37 dollars because more returning guests came in than first-
timers, and cost per attributed guest dropped from 8.90 to 4.60 dollars. Production halved, and Tuesday-
through-Thursday tables were the ones that filled.”

— Operations director of a three-unit restaurant group, above 1 million USD a year, Latin
American market

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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How to allocate budget between Reels and TikTok in 90 days

1 Weeks 1 to 2: set the baseline and the denominator
Before filming anything, calculate real marketing spend as a share of sales and compare it
against the 3% to 6% Toast (2025) marks for an established operation. Add production, paid
media, creator fees — the average sits at US$202 per collaboration according to Collabstr
(2025) — and internal hours valued at payroll cost. That denominator is what later divides
attributed guests. Without it, any Reels-versus-TikTok comparison is opinion.

2 Weeks 3 to 6: run the test with matched budgets
Assign identical amounts to each platform for four weeks, with the same offer and the same
capture mechanism, and log reservations and orders under your own identifier. The trick almost
nobody applies is closing the loop by SMS: the reservation confirmation message generates
US$4.20 in revenue per send (Tabular, 2025) and hands you the data the platform withholds.
You finish with two comparable CAC figures instead of two reach screenshots.

3 Weeks 7 to 10: reallocate and build the retention layer
Shift 60% to 70% of budget toward the channel with the lower cost per seated guest and leave
the rest as a discovery bet. In parallel, launch the loyalty program, because members spend
38% more per visit than walk-in guests (Paytronix, 2025) and 75% of QSR brands with loyalty
reported higher traffic in 2025 (National Restaurant Association). Video brings them; your owned
list keeps them.

4 Weeks 11 to 13: close the loop with reputation and a board review
Answer every comment and every review within 24 hours: 43% of diners consider it very
important (Toast, 2024), and raising your rating by one star lifts revenue between 5% and 9%
according to Michael Luca, professor at Harvard Business School, in his Yelp research. Bring
three numbers to the board — social CAC, average check of attributed guests, and 60-day
repeat rate — and set next quarter's budget on that evidence rather than on whichever video
everyone liked.

FA Q

Frequently asked questions from owners and directors

What works better for a restaurant, Reels or TikTok?

It depends on catchment radius and average check. TikTok wins broad discovery — 58% visited a restaurant
after seeing it there, according to MGH (2024) — and Reels wins neighborhood repeat business. Measure cost
per seated guest across four weeks with matched budgets and let that number decide the allocation.
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How much should a restaurant owner spend on Reels and TikTok?

Between 3% and 6% of sales for an established operation, and up to 10% during an opening, according to Toast
(2025). In the 500 thousand to 1 million dollar band that means fifteen to sixty thousand a year, covering
production, paid media and internal hours valued at real payroll cost.

Is paying creators worth it, or should we produce in house?

The average collaboration runs US$202 according to Collabstr (2025), a low cost against traditional campaigns.
My rule: creators for discovery and social proof, in-house production for repeat business. If the creator brings no
capture mechanism, you are buying reach rather than guests.

How do I measure whether social content is generating real sales?

Three figures: social CAC — period spend divided by attributed guests — average check of those guests, and
60-day repeat rate. Returning guests spend 67% more per order than first-timers (Restroworks, 2025), so a
channel bringing only first-timers can look strong and perform poorly.

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

Redes sociales útiles para
descubrir nuevos alimentos

74% de los comensales (2025)
National Restaurant
Association SOI 2025 (vía
Tablein)

Efecto de reseñas Yelp en
ingresos

Subir 1 estrella en Yelp aumenta los ingresos
5-9% (restaurantes independientes)

Harvard Business School
(Michael Luca) 2016

Lectura de reseñas antes de
elegir restaurante

71% lee reseñas en Google antes de decidir
dónde comer (2024)

BrightLocal Local Consumer
Review Survey 2024

ROI del email marketing
$36 de retorno por cada $1 invertido en email
(2024)

Litmus 2024

ROI del email según DMA $42.24 de retorno por cada $1 en email (2024)
DMA (Data & Marketing
Association) 2024

Influencia de TikTok en visitas
58% visitó un restaurante tras verlo en
TikTok, frente al 38% en 2022

MGH Survey 2024
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