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QUICK VERDICT

Verdict (answer-first): the format that drives the most bookings and check size per dollar
in 2026 is NOT the one with the most likes. First-party direct ordering lifts the check 35%
vs. third parties per Paytronix (2024) and SMS converts at 45% response vs. 6% for email
per Omnisend (2025); meanwhile Instagram engages 10x more than Facebook (2.2% vs
0.22%, Restroworks 2025) but that engagement rarely reaches the booking funnel.
Masterestaurant's reading: measure every format by bookings, check and repeat —not
reach—; short video (TikTok is 38% of Gen Z discovery per Toast 2026) fills the top of the
funnel, but the sale is closed by first-party property (SMS+email+direct order), whose
guest LTV third-party apps erode.

# Masterestaurant Study / Sector Synthesis Expert synthesis - cited industry sources - 12 min read
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This Barometer is an expert synthesis of real public sector data 2024-2026 (Toast, Circana, Lightspeed,

Paytronix, Omnisend, Stripo, Mailchimp, WordStream, Restroworks, iQFluence) read the way a senior
consultant reads a P&L: not for vanity, but for bookings, average check and repeat. Diego F. Parra and

Masterestaurant organize and interpret the figures; the numbers belong to the cited sources, never to a

proprietary sample.

The mistake | see again and again: owners celebrating 40,000 likes on a reel with no idea how many bookings

or how much contribution margin that content produced. Customer acquisition cost spikes when restaurant

growth is measured in reach and not conversion. This analysis separates the mirror-format (likes) from the cash-

format (bookings, check, guest LTV) with each figure cited to its source.

Every finding is broken down by segment —fast casual, full service, QSR— and by size —1 unit, 3-10, multi-unit

— because the same format performs differently by unit economics. A viral reel is oxygen for a single-unit QSR

and noise for a multi-unit group already filling tables. The Masterestaurant framework ties each format to the

cash pillar it moves.

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON

Side-by-side comparison

Average check per transaction

Conversion rate to action

Channel response / open

Social engagement

Return per dollar

Retention / repeat
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FORMATS THAT DRIVE BOOKINGS
|/ CHECK / REPEAT

X  First-party direct order: +35% items
per check vs. third parties (Paytronix
2024)

X Restaurant Google Ads: 7.1%
conversion (WordStream 2025)

X SMS: ~98% open and 45%
response (Textellent 2024; Omnisend
2025)

X Instagram: 2.2% engagement, 10x
Facebook, useful for funnel top
(Restroworks 2025)

X Influencer marketing: US$7.65 per
US$1, 2.55% conversion (iQFluence
2026)

X  First-party property
(SMS+email+direct order) feeds LTV;
~55% average retention (Restroworks
2025)

FORMATS THAT ONLY DRIVE
LIKES / REACH

v Reach reel/TikTok: no direct
check data; 38% of Gen Z discovery,
not close (Toast 2026)

v Restaurant/café email: 1.06%
click and 3.28% CTOR, among the
lowest by industry (Mailchimp 2025)

v Restaurant email: 43.6% open
but 6% response (Stripo 2025;
Omnisend 2025)

v'  Facebook: 0.22% engagement;
reach without relevant conversion
(Restroworks 2025)

v Likes-only organic content: no
ROAS attributable to booking/check

v Third-party app discovery:
commission erodes margin and does

not retain the guest
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Finding 1 — Which format drives the most reservations and check per dollar in 2026?

The format that drives the most reservations and check per dollar in 2026 is not the one with the most
likes: it's direct ordering with a first-party data point.

Guests order 35% more items per check on first-party platforms versus third-party apps according to Paytronix
(2024), and SMS converts at a 45% response rate versus 6% for email according to Omnisend (2025). The mis-
take | see over and over: a reel with 40,000 likes and nobody knows how many reservations it left. Mirror-for-
mats leave an impression; cash-formats capture a phone, an email, or an account that moves down the funnel.
SMS opens at ~98% and is read within 1-3 minutes according to Constant Contact (2024), while restaurant
email barely hits a 43.6% open rate according to Stripo (2025). Diego F. Parra and Masterestaurant read each
format like a P&L: not by reach, but by conversion.

Finding 2 — Data ownership, not the channel, is what converts

The difference between converting and not converting lies not in the channel but in data ownership: whoever
holds the guest's phone number drives the funnel, whoever only holds their like just prays. SMS responds at
45% versus 6% for email according to Omnisend (2025), and its click rate reaches 18% according to Tabular
(2025) against email's 1.06% click in restaurants according to Mailchimp (2025). That gap is not marginal: it's
ten times more cash traction per trackable contact. At Masterestaurant we measure every campaign by acquisi-
tion cost, not by vanity. SMS opens at ~98% and is read within minutes according to Textellent (2024); a restau-
rant email deemed 'good' barely touches a 43.6% open rate according to Stripo (2025). The mirror-format, by
definition, leaves no data to capture: it entertains, but it moves nobody onto the reservation calendar nor pro-
tects the margin.

Finding 3 — Why does direct ordering protect the contribution margin?

Direct ordering protects the margin because it raises the check and eliminates the
aggregator's commission:

guests order 35% more items per check on first-party platforms versus third-party according to Paytronix (2024),
a figure Lightspeed (2025) confirms with a 35% higher check when ordering direct. A viral reel that pushes the
order to a third-party app gives away contribution margin via commission; the same reach directed to direct or-
dering protects the digital channel's prime cost. The U.S. prepared-food delivery segment reached ~$96 billion
in 2024 according to Statista (2024): every point of that volume flowing through a third party is margin leaving
the restaurant's till. Digital delivery grows at double digits annually according to the World Economic Forum.
Diego F. Parra insists: don't measure the reel by views, measure it by how many direct orders it generated and
how much commission it saved you.

Finding 4 — Engagement is not conversion: the Instagram mirage

Engagement is not conversion, and confusing them is the costliest mistake in restaurant growth: Instagram en-
gages 10x more than Facebook —2.2% versus 0.22%— according to Restroworks (2025), but without a track-
able offer and a reservation link that engagement produces not a single table. Discovery exists: TikTok drives
38% of restaurant discovery among Gen Z according to Toast (2026), from a survey of 1,466 U.S. adults. The
problem is the jump from discovery to cash. Influencer marketing returns US$7.65 for every US$1 invested with
an average 2.55% conversion according to iQFluence (2026), but only if the content carries a measurable link.
The global influencer marketing market topped US$33 billion in 2025 according to Socially Powerful. Without

www.masterestaurant.com - Original Study - Restaurant Content Barometer 2026: which formats drive bookings and which only likes Page 3 of 11


https://masterestaurant.com/influencer-marketing-servicios.html
https://masterestaurant.com/influencer-marketing-servicios.html

tracking, that spend is a luxury mirror-format. Masterestaurant connects every interaction to a cash pillar or dis-
cards it. Each format performs differently depending on the business's unit economics, which is why the same
reel is oxygen for a single-location QSR and noise for a multi-unit group already filling tables.

Finding 5 — How does each format perform by segment and size?

A viral reel that fuels discovery —recall Toast's (2026) 38% of Gen Z via TikTok— is decisive when traffic
is still lacking, and irrelevant when the bottleneck is turnover.

In full service, reservation email and SMS weigh more: SMS converts at 45% versus 6% for email according to
Omnisend (2025). In fast casual and QSR, Google Ads converts at 7.1% in restaurants and food according to
WordStream (2025), a pure cash-format. Average retention in restaurants hovers around ~55% according to
Restroworks (2025): the format that sustains repeat business is worth more than the one that only brings the
first visit. The Masterestaurant framework assigns each format to the pillar that moves THAT business's till.
Trackable offers are the cash-format that best turns reach into measurable visits: 29% of U.S. restaurant traffic
over 12 months came with some kind of deal according to Circana (2025), and value menus rose +1% in the
quarter ending June 2025 while total traffic fell 1% according to Circana (2025).

Finding 6 — Trackable offers: the cash-format that moves real traffic

That contrast says it all: in a contracting market, the format with a measurable offer grows. The gift card adds a
silent margin: ~6% breakage —loaded value never redeemed— according to Capital One Shopping (2026),
pure cash that no like delivers. Restaurant email, despite its low 43.6% open rate according to Stripo (2025),
sustains repeat business when it carries a trackable offer. Diego F. Parra sums it up in cash terms: an offer with
a measurable code tells you exactly how much check and repeat business it produced; a pretty reel, never. The
cash-format captures an actionable data point (phone, email, account) that reaches the booking funnel; the mir-
ror-format leaves only an impression. SMS converts at 45% response vs. 6% for email per Omnisend (2025):
the difference is not the channel, it is data ownership. Check rises where the guest orders direct: +35% items
per check on owned platforms vs.

Finding 7 — The differences that decide bookings vs. likes

third parties per Paytronix (2024). A viral reel that pushes the order to a third-party app gives away contribution
margin via commission; the same reach directed to a direct order protects the digital channel's prime cost.
Engagement is not conversion. Instagram engages 10x more than Facebook (2.2% vs 0.22%, Restroworks
2025), but without a trackable offer and a booking link that engagement produces not a single table. Restaurant
growth that confuses reach with cash spikes customer acquisition cost. Discovery and close are different stages.
TikTok is 38% of Gen Z discovery (Toast 2026) —top of funnel—; close and repeat live in first-party property
(SMS+email+direct order), where ~55% average retention (Restroworks 2025) builds guest LTV.

POINT BY POINT
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A/B analysis: cash-format vs. mirror-format

AVERAGE CHECK

A - FORMATS THAT DRIVE BOOKINGS / B - MASTERESTAURANT Reach reel: no
CHECK /| REPEAT

attributable check
Direct order: +35% items per check

(Paytronix 2024)

Verdict: The cash-format lifts the check; the mirror-format does not move it.

CHANNEL CONVERSION

A - FORMATS THAT DRIVE BOOKINGS / B - MASTERESTAURANT Mass email:
CHECK /| REPEAT

1.06% click (Mailchimp 2025)
Google Ads: 7.1% (WordStream 2025)

Verdict: The intent channel converts 7x the reach-only one.

CLOSE / RESPONSE

A - FORMATS THAT DRIVE BOOKINGS / B - MASTERESTAURANT Email: 6%
CHECK / REPEAT

response (Omnisend 2025)
SMS: 45% response (Omnisend 2025)

Verdict: SMS closes; email informs.
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REPEAT / LTV

A - FORMATS THAT DRIVE BOOKINGS / B - MASTERESTAURANT Third-party app:
CHECK /| REPEAT

commission erodes margin and does not
First-party retains, ~55% average retention

(Restroworks 2025)

retain

Verdict: Data ownership builds guest LTV.

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON

Cash-formats: bookings, check and repeat CONVERT

X First-party direct order: +35% items per check vs. third-party apps (Paytronix 2024)

X SMS marketing: ~98% open and 45% response, read within 1-3 minutes (Textellent 2024; Omnisend
2025)

X Local-intent Google Ads: 7.1% conversion in restaurants and food (WordStream 2025)

X Influencer marketing with a trackable offer: US$7.65 per US$1 invested (iQFluence 2026)

X Transactional/repeat email: 43.6% open in restaurants when the list is owned (Stripo 2025)

Mirror-formats: reach and likes MASTERESTAURANT

v" Reach-only reel with no call to book: discovers but does not close (Toast 2026: TikTok is 38% of Gen Z
discovery)

v~ Organic Facebook: 0.22% engagement and marginal booking conversion (Restroworks 2025)

v" Unsegmented mass email: 1.06% click and 3.28% CTOR, among the lowest by industry (Mailchimp
2025)

v~ Trend content with no offer or booking link: no attributable ROAS

v Third-party app discovery with no data capture: a silent commission that does not retain

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON
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Side-by-side comparison

Average check per transaction

Conversion rate to action

Channel response / open

Social engagement

Return per dollar

Retention / repeat

THE NUMBERS THAT MATTER

FORMATS THAT DRIVE BOOKINGS
|/ CHECK / REPEAT

X  First-party direct order: +35% items
per check vs. third parties (Paytronix
2024)

X Restaurant Google Ads: 7.1%
conversion (WordStream 2025)

X SMS: ~98% open and 45%
response (Textellent 2024; Omnisend
2025)

X Instagram: 2.2% engagement, 10x
Facebook, useful for funnel top
(Restroworks 2025)

X Influencer marketing: US$7.65 per
US$1, 2.55% conversion (iQFluence
2026)

X  First-party property
(SMS+email+direct order) feeds LTV;
~55% average retention (Restroworks
2025)

The 2026 scorecard: cited figures by format

35 %

more items per check on first-party
direct ordering vs. third-party apps

l|5 %

SMS marketing response rate vs. 6% for email

7.1 %

Google Ads conversion rate in restaurants and food
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FORMATS THAT ONLY DRIVE
LIKES / REACH

v Reach reel/TikTok: no direct
check data; 38% of Gen Z discovery,
not close (Toast 2026)

v"  Restaurant/café email: 1.06%
click and 3.28% CTOR, among the
lowest by industry (Mailchimp 2025)

v"  Restaurant email: 43.6% open
but 6% response (Stripo 2025;
Omnisend 2025)

v'  Facebook: 0.22% engagement;
reach without relevant conversion
(Restroworks 2025)

v Likes-only organic content: no
ROAS attributable to booking/check

v Third-party app discovery:
commission erodes margin and does
not retain the guest
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7.65us0

earned per US$1 in influencer
marketing (2.55% conversion)

38 %

of Gen Z restaurant discovery comes from TikTok

3.6

restaurant email open rate when the list is owned

VISUALIZATION

The numbers, visualized

more items per check on first-party direct ordering vs. third-party apps

G

SMS marketing response rate vs. 6% for email

G

Google Ads conversion rate in restaurants and food

&

earned per US$1 in influencer marketing (2.55% conversion)

G 7.65USD

of Gen Z restaurant discovery comes from TikTok

G

restaurant email open rate when the list is owned

e 43.6%

Sources: Paytronix 2024 - Omnisend 2025 - WordStream 2025 - iQFluence 2026 - Toast 2026

Chart by masterestaurant.com

REAL CASE
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“According to Kelly Esten, former CMO of Toast, restaurant discovery has fragmented toward social video
and review platforms, but loyalty and repeat are built on the channels a restaurant controls directly. |
confirm it at the register: a 3-unit fast casual group | worked with celebrated 60,000 new followers from a
reel, but only when we moved the offer to SMS and direct ordering —capturing the data— did the check
rise in line with Paytronix's +35% and repeat start to move LTV. The reach was vanity; data ownership
was cash.”

— Diego F. Parra, Masterestaurant — consultant reading of the sector's public position
HOW TO APPLY IT IN YOUR RESTAURANT

How to situate your content: from like to booking

@ Measure every format by bookings, check and repeat —not reach
Assign each content piece a cash objective and a tracker: coupon, booking link or SMS number.
If a format cannot attribute a booking or a check, it is a mirror-format. Remember Google Ads
converts at 7.1% (WordStream 2025) and email at 1.06% click (Mailchimp 2025): the same
effort performs 7x differently by channel.

@ Turn discovery into first-party data
TikTok and Instagram fill the top of the funnel (TikTok is 38% of Gen Z discovery, Toast 2026;
Instagram engages 10x more than Facebook, Restroworks 2025). Your only task with that reach
is to capture a phone or email —via a trackable offer— to move it to SMS and direct ordering,
where the check rises 35% (Paytronix 2024).

@ Prioritize closing channels: SMS and direct ordering
SMS opens at ~98% and responds at 45% vs. 6% for email (Textellent 2024; Omnisend 2025).
Shift your reach-only content budget toward the channel that closes bookings and protects
contribution margin by avoiding third-party commission. First-party ordering defends the digital
channel's prime cost.

@ Anchor each format to a Masterestaurant cash pillar
Use the Restaurant Canvas to map each format to bookings, check or repeat; Exponencial to
scale the one that converts by segment; and Cash to read the impact on break-even. Content is
not an end: it is an acquisition channel whose unit economics must close like any other.

FAQ
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Frequently asked questions

Which content format drives the most bookings and check in 20267?

First-party direct ordering and SMS convert most: direct ordering lifts the check 35% vs. third parties (Paytronix
2024) and SMS responds at 45% vs. 6% for email (Omnisend 2025). Short video discovers, but does not close.

Does the content with the most likes sell the most?

No. Instagram engages 10x more than Facebook (2.2% vs 0.22%, Restroworks 2025), but engagement without
a trackable offer or booking link produces no tables. Likes are top of funnel; booking and repeat live in the
channels the restaurant controls.

Is influencer marketing worth it for a restaurant?

Yes, if the offer is trackable: influencer marketing returns US$7.65 per US$1 invested with an average
2.55% conversion (iQFluence 2026). Without a measurable coupon or booking link, the return becomes
unattributable reach.

Why does restaurant email convert so little?

Restaurant and café email shows 1.06% click and 3.28% CTOR, among the lowest by industry (Mailchimp
2025), though open reaches 43.6% with an owned list (Stripo 2025). SMS beats it on response 45% vs 6%
(Omnisend 2025) for the close.

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
CPC promedio de Google Ads para restaurantes y US$2.05 PPC Chief — Restaurants & Food Google
comida ’ Ads Benchmarks 2026
Tasa de conversion de Google Ads en restaurantes 71% WordStream — Google Ads Benchmarks
y comida e 2025
CTR promedio de Google Ads en restaurantes y 7 6% PPC Chief — Restaurants & Food Google
comida m Ads Benchmarks 2026
Costo por lead de Google Ads en restaurantes y US$30,27 WordStream — Google Ads Benchmarks
comida ’ 2025
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Benchmark

Metric Source

2026
Trafico de restaurantes en EE.UU. con algun tipo ) . )

29% Circana 2025 (via Restaurant Business)
de oferta (12 meses)
Consumidores que dicen que cupones y 82% Savings.com 2025 (via Restroworks) —
descuentos ayudan con precios altos ° Restaurant Coupon Statistics

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