
Guide to Staying 
Competitive
Help your restaurant get ahead in a 

crowded hospitality landscape.



Getting (and staying!) ahead can be especially tricky in the restaurant industry. Razor-thin 

margins, an unforgiving churn of employee turnover, a shortage of GMs, rising labor costs, 

and increased diner choice pose formidable challenges to any operator. 

What’s a restaurant to do? 

Luckily, there are many ways you can boost profits, including increasing operational efficiency, 
and transforming first-time guests into loyal brand ambassadors. The key is to deliver consistently 
positive customer experiences. How? By having an engaged and happy workforce, developing 
delicious and innovative dishes, minimizing waste, and always being ready to meet the demand.

Introduction

2GUIDE TO STAYING COMPETITIVE

www.fourth.com

http://www.fourth.com


Attract the Right Talent — Hiring and Retaining the Best Employees  4

• The Cost of Turnover 4
• Driving Engagement and Improving Company Culture 4
• The Right Tools For the Job 5
Develop an Innovative and Profitable Menu  6

• Freedom and Creativity Within a Set Budget 6
• Understanding Menu Profitability 7
• Fourth’s Recipe Management Solution 7
Decrease Waste, Increase Profit 8

• Inventory Management 8
• Catering to the Mindful Consumer 8
Attract Guests by Sharing the Right Information 9

• Publishing Menus Ahead of Time 9
• Providing Easy-to-Access Nutrition and Allergen Information 9
• Nutrition & Menu Publishing 10
Deliver Positive Guest Experiences and Earn Rave Reviews 10

• The Power of Positive Review  10
• Savvy Staffing 10
• Labor Productivity  11
• Never Run Out of Favorites 12
• Ensuring Consistency Across Sites 12
Take Advantage of Opportunities First With Insightful, Integrated Analytics 12

• Fully-Integrated Analytics 12
• Fourth Analytics 13
• Measuring the Impact 14
The Fourth Platform 15

About Fourth 16

Contents

3GUIDE TO STAYING COMPETITIVE

www.fourth.com

http://www.fourth.com


Attract the Right Talent — Hiring and Retaining the  
Best Employees 

The Cost of Turnover

The hospitality industry is notorious for having high turnover. Now, impacted 
by the gig economy and low unemployment rates, many restaurants find their 
employees have even less of an incentive to stay if there is a chance for a change, 
promotion, or pay increase elsewhere. In fact, at 73%1, the turnover rate is nearly 
five times the national all-sector average. QSRs see turnover rates as high as 150% 
annually2. According to a recent study by TDn2K, average turnover rates across all 
industry segments for hourly, non-management employees are nearly 120%, while 
restaurant management sees a turnover rate of ~40% a year3. 

The hassle and repeated expense of recruiting, hiring, and training new talent 
impacts your bottom line. With the cost to replace a GM clocking in at $14,000, 
that adds up quickly4. Not to mention the fact that there is a direct correlation 
between high turnover and low profits5. 

The most effective way to combat high turnover and gain a competitive advantage 
is to first attract and hire the right talent, and then to retain them. Holding on 
to the staff you already have means less time and money spent recruiting and 
training, and that more seasoned employees are serving your loyal guests. 
Strengthening teams and helping your employees grow in their roles results not 
only in happier employees, but also in a more positive guest experience — which 
translates to topline sales.

Driving Engagement and Improving Company Culture

To attract the right talent, even the job description should reflect your restaurant’s 
values, culture, and brand. When hiring, you want to make sure that each and 
every person you hire will be the right fit for your workplace culture, and that 
they are bought into your mission. Clearly articulating your vision and values (and 
making sure that all levels of employees practice what’s preached) is critical to the 
success of a strong organizational culture.

While competitive pay is an important part of attracting new talent and keeping 
existing employees happy, it turns out that the real secret to retaining employees 
is to engage them, and to make sure that they are happy and supported in their 
roles. In addition to boosting retention rates, organizations with high levels of 
employee engagement boast a 22% increase in productivity levels6.  
Guest satisfaction goes up, and so does the average check size. A positive 
workplace culture becomes a competitive advantage for your restaurant.

   1. 2 US Bureau of Labor Statistics’ Job Openings and Labor Turnover Program (JOLTS)  2. https://www.gallup.com/workplace/237737/powerful-ways-reduce-restaurant-employee-turnover.aspx 
3. TDn2K – The Increasingly Disengaged State of General Managers  4. TDn2K – The Increasingly Disengaged State of General Managers   

5. TDn2K – Best practices for holistic retention and engagement.  6. Harvard Business Review – Employee engagement does more than boost productivity.
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Companies that address employee engagement see customer  

satisfaction rates rise by 10%, while sales increase by an average of 20%.

Source: Gallup blog

One of the most important things you can do to drive engagement is to keep 
communication clear, honest, and open. It should also be a two-way street. In 
traditional corporate hierarchy models, information is shared and sifted down 
through many levels, often getting mangled in the process. This leaves too much 
room for confusion and creates an opportunity for misinformation to spread.

Many restaurants rely on manual systems, which make sharing information 
difficult, and requires big time investments from your GMs to track, update and 
distribute information.  Accuracy is nearly impossible, as information outdates 
almost as soon as it has been posted. Plus, sharing important messages on a 
physical notice board puts the onus on your employees to regularly check it. 
Critical messages are easy to miss, and outdated information must be removed 
promptly to prevent confusion and clutter. Other organizations rely on intranets, 
which are outdated, clunky, and often clogged with old and obsolete information. 
The dated interface and disorganized document storage (plus the fact that it 
usually only accessible from a back-office computer) is a recipe for frustrating your 
employees. Many won’t even bother logging in.

Instead, leverage technology as a way of engaging with your staff and ensuring 
that the right message reaches the right people at the right time. Keeping 
everyone in the loop is critical for ensuring not only a smooth service, but also 
a pleasant employee experience. Encourage employees to share and post, 
to further help them connect with your brand and build stronger working 
relationships with their coworkers.

The Right Tools For the Job

Pulse surveys, an array of benefit offerings, awards, recognition, and team building 
events are great ways to encourage employee engagement, and are important 
pieces of a larger puzzle. The critical piece, though, is equipping your teams with 
the tools needed to effectively do their jobs.

According to TDn2K, less than a third of surveyed GMs “strongly agreed” that they 
had the right materials and equipment to do their job7. For operators who want 
to increase their GM job satisfaction and employee engagement, there is a huge 
opportunity here. Organizations that value efficiency and use savvy systems and 
processes to expedite the more mundane tasks are the ones that attract top 
talent, and encourage existing talent to stay. 

7    TDn2K – The Increasingly Disengaged State of General Managers
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With mobile-optimized systems and easy-to-use solutions for things like inventory 
management, recipe and menu engineering, and managing schedules, your team 
will have more time to focus on revenue-generating tasks, and will spend less time 
tethered to the back office with mindless busywork. Technology can also simplify 
and improve analytics and reporting, so managers can make more informed 
decisions, saving both time and money. And, with a solution that fully integrates 
across all back-office systems, your managers will spend less time trying to track 
down a piece of information, and more time focusing on helping your  
restaurant improve.

Boosting productivity, efficiency, and effectiveness, and ensuring higher levels of 
accuracy greatly reduces the administrative burden on your staff. For GMs, this is 
critical. A lack of work/life balance is one of the top three reasons GMs leave their 
jobs8. Equipping your managers with the right systems gives them not only what 
they need to be effective in their role, but also the gift of time. This will help them 
feel invested in your brand, and less likely to leave.

Develop an Innovative and Profitable Menu 

Freedom and Creativity Within a Set Budget

A set budget shouldn’t have to limit Chef’s creativity. 

Recipe and menu engineering tools help chefs and operators increase the 
profitability of each dish. Used correctly, these tools share insight into the 
potential expense, probable waste, likely sales, and resulting profitability of each 
and every menu item. 

These tools vary in levels of sophistication, but the right one will allow chefs to 
test out menu ideas without impacting the existing menu, and can automatically 
update the costs for each dish, as well as the nutritional and allergen information. 
It should also allow for building what-if scenarios, so your chefs can try out 
different changes to the menu and see how swapping an ingredient would affect 
menu profitability before it impacts your bottom line. That way, during recipe 
development, Chef can see the potential cost to create each dish, as well as the 
margins that will be achieved. This makes it easier for them to select innovative 
options that fall within the budget.

8    TDn2K – The Increasingly Disengaged State of General Managers
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Understanding Menu Profitability

On every menu, there is a dish that falls into the sweet spot: one that customers 
love and demand, and that also makes your restaurant money. By plotting the 
profitability of each dish against its popularity, you can identify these dishes, and 
look for opportunities to improve other dishes or develop new ones. It also makes 
sure you don’t inadvertently remove a best-seller.

Of course, performing this analysis manually is a gargantuan task, and without 
current information, the results will be off. The thing is, even minor fluctuations in 
ingredient costs can leave a lasting impact on a dish’s profitability. An unforeseen 
surge in the price of avocados can turn one of those sweet-spot, guest-favorite/
money-maker dishes into a loss overnight. Understanding how changing prices will 
affect your menu can help chefs develop creative solutions and tasty alternatives 
to keep guest favorites on the menu without harming the bottom line. A strong 
recipe and menu engineering tool will automatically update the profitability of 
each dish based on the most accurate vendor pricing information available, 
eliminating any bad surprises. 

    Fourth’s Recipe Management Solution

Our solution allows accurate cost calculation of recipes and menu cycles 
to remove all the guesswork around menu engineering analysis and menu 
pricing. All costs related to product or recipe changes are automatically 
recalculated. You can share a central recipe library across the business, 
ensuring consistency. And detailed reporting and smart analytics help 
deliver cost savings and efficiency.

The Fourth solution makes it easy to plan and build menus. Full menu cost, 
nutritional analysis and allergen information is available for any given day 
or week. And, once published centrally, menus are instantly available to the 
right locations at the right times via PCs or tablets.
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Decrease Waste, Increase Profit

Inventory Management

As un-used, overbought, or forgotten inventory wastes away, so does your 
profit margin.

Your procurement technology should work in harmony with your recipe and 
menu engineering tools. It should help ensure that you are not purchasing  
any products that are not needed for the current iteration of your menu. 

With demand forecasting and being able to better predict what will sell, order 
accuracy increases, so you’ll only be buying what’s needed. Tight control over 
a stocking policy also helps ensure a close connection between sales and 
purchasing. This cuts back on both wasted ingredients and wasted time  
spent prepping items that are then thrown away, while helping reduce your 
carbon footprint.

These approaches not only help the planet, but also your bottom line. In fact, 
tracking waste helps restaurants cut food costs by 2-6% simply by raising 
awareness and helping operators focus on prevention activities. The savings  
are huge: $266 million per year, for the restaurant industry9.

Catering to the Mindful Consumer

Growing environmental concerns are making many diners more conscientious 
about their eatery options. 72% of diners care about how restaurants handle  
food waste10, and that number is on the rise. Restaurants have an opportunity  
to differentiate themselves by highlighting the programs they have in place.  
While managing food waste comes with its own cost-savings incentives, this  
can also be a profit-driver for your business: in fact, 47% of guests are willing to 
spend more money in order to eat at a restaurant with an active food recovery 
program in place11.

Millennials are quickly becoming the dominant force as restaurant patrons, 
with their power to reshape the restaurant industry already evident. Already, 
millennials are dining out more frequently, and outspending their Baby Boomer 
counterparts in restaurants by as much as 4%12. They are also sustainability-
focused and environmentally conscious, on the whole. From demands for local 
ingredients, farm-to-table menus, and proper waste management systems, 
their voice is a loud one. As demand grows for sustainable dining options, 
an opportunity to get ahead arises for businesses who choose to take an 
environmentally-conscious approach.

9. https://www.refed.com/downloads/Restaurant_Guide_Web.pdf    10. Unilever Food Solutions. 2011. World Menu Report Global Research Findings. Figure 2, pg. 6; Figure 3, pg. 7.    
11. https://www.refed.com/downloads/Restaurant_Guide_Web.pdf    12. https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/food-expenditure-series
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Attract Guests by Sharing the Right Information

Publishing Menus Ahead of Time

Browsing menus online is an integral part of the pre-dining experience. 
Comparing menus can help foodies narrow down their choices. Having a current 
menu available to potential guests not only whets the appetite but helps build 
confidence in your brand.

With automatic menu publishing and automatic nutritional/allergen information 
uploads, frequent menu changes won’t mean extra hours manually swapping out 
PDFs online. With back-office technology automating the process, you can ensure 
that an accurate, up-to-date menu is available for guests the moment it’s finalized, 
even including specials or seasonal offerings. Plus, more frequent menu changes 
can quickly translate to more frequent repeat visits for loyal guests who want to 
sample your newest menu items and specials.

Providing Easy-to-Access Nutrition and Allergen Information

The great guest experience you offer must be available to all guests. That means 
that for those with moderate to severe food allergies, or dietary restrictions and 
limitations, getting access to nutritional information should be a stress-free and 
reassuring experience. Too often, customers are left feeling unsure about whether 
or not a dish is safe for them to eat after a wishy-washy response from a server. 
Some restaurants even put the burden on guests to sort through huge binders 
of nutritional information tableside, interrupting the flow of conversation and 
leaching the enjoyment right out of the ordering experience. 

Your recipe and menu engineering tool should auto-populate the nutrition 
and allergy information with data from the ingredient level. This provides the 
highest possible level of accuracy, and can give guests the critical information 
they need immediately. Hosting allergen and nutritional information in online 
systems allows means you can publish instantly to website and apps, and your 
staff and customers are fully informed, even when menus change or ingredients 
are swapped out. With this information available across mobile devices, your 
staff will be fully equipped to accurately answer any questions that arise without 
having to chase down an answer. Meanwhile, health-conscious guests can scope 
out the menu ahead of time to select acceptable options and see the effects 
of substitutions. A restaurant that is able to reliably post accurate, up-to-date 
information delivers confidence to guests and encourages repeat diners. 
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    Nutrition & Menu Publishing

Deliver Positive Guest Experiences and Earn Rave Reviews

The Power of Positive Review 

According to Inc.com, it takes approximately 40 positive reviews to offset just one 
negative one. Regardless of how the majority feels, even a single negative review 
can have an enormous impact13.

Meanwhile, satisfied customers are more likely to spend more money, and return 
more frequently. Positive word of mouth referrals and social media endorsements 
are critical to helping attract new guests and for developing a loyal customer base. 
How you handle the situation when something does go wrong is important, too. 
Addressing guest feedback in a timely and gracious manner can help alleviate 
initial frustrations, and actually build brand loyalty. 

There are many things you can do to set your restaurant up to deliver consistently 
positive guest experiences. Staffing your shifts to meet demand, offering full-menu 
availability, and maintaining consistency across locations are great places to start.

Savvy Staffing

To deliver the optimal guest experience, getting the right number of employees on 
a given shift is critical.

Too few, and your staff spends the shift in the weeds, running from one table 
to the next with the only focus of getting through the shift. Morale suffers, the 
kitchen gets swamped, and guest satisfaction plummets. Check sizes go down, 
as guests can’t catch the attention of their server to order additional rounds of 
drinks, and servers don’t have the time or capacity to upsell nor offer extras like 

13. https://www.inc.com/andrew-thomas/the-hidden-ratio-that-could-make-or-break-your-company.html
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Our recipe and menu engineering software automatically calculates the 
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desserts. With lower guest satisfaction, and frustration trying to track down a 
waiter for the bill, tip size declines, too, and already-frustrated employees become 
increasingly disgruntled.

Overstaffing is almost as bad. It increases restaurant labor costs unnecessarily, 
while creating an overbearing, over-attentive service situation for guests. 
Alternatively, bored, checked-out employees end up socializing or not paying  
as much attention, creating an unprofessional atmosphere.

In order to create winning dining experiences for your guests, you must be able 
to consistently deliver a high-quality product with reliably outstanding service.  
The key is to make sure you have the right number of employees on a given  
shift, and to ensure that they have the tools needed to do their jobs well.

Using a smart scheduling solution will take the guesswork out of crafting a 
schedule. This will help your managers rely on hard data and analytics to put 
together informed, clear, and compliant schedules with fewer last-minute changes. 
And, picking a solution that uses demand forecasting (sometimes called item-
based forecasting) will help make sure that you are assigning the right levels of 
staff for the right times, based on what items are forecasted to sell throughout  
the day. 

    Labor Productivity 

Our Labor Productivity solution uses a forecasting algorithm that looks at 
historical sales data, recent trends, seasonality trends, weather forecast and 
notable days, to accurately forecast sales and individual items sold in 60, 30 
or 15-minute increments. Managers can still adjust the system generated 
forecast if required, and the algorithm is self-learning, to continuously 
improve forecasting accuracy as more and more data is analyzed.

The Fourth Platform also allows you to optimize your performance by 
measuring forecasting accuracy, so you can make adjustments where 
needed. At Fourth, we use WAPE (weighted average percentage error). 
Simply put, WAPE is a metric that shows the difference between what was 
forecasted to happen, and what actually happened. Unlike other measures, 
though, it looks at the degree of forecasting error for your business daily to 
instances of under or over forecasting don’t cancel each other out in weekly 
figures or regional aggregations. And, because it’s weighted, operators can 
see the true cost to the business, proportionate to the size of each location. 
This empowers them to make key changes that drive efficiency and 
profitability, and capitalize on opportunities to boost sales and get ahead.
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Never Run Out of Favorites

For loyal patrons and new guests alike, nothing spells “disappointment” like 
ordering a dish that’s been 86’d. Running out of popular menu items can be 
damaging to any restaurant, and can leave guests feeling frustrated. Plus, it can 
skew your sales data. Is the sudden run on chicken Milanese because of that dish’s 
popularity, or because you’re out of the chicken parm?

To avoid this disappointment, find a way to accurately predict what will sell. 
This requires a range of variables. Beyond looking at revenue, take into account 
previous sales, local events, weather, trends, and local manager knowledge to help 
forecast exactly what will sell (and what you’ll need, down to the ingredient level). 
This will of course help with scheduling by demand forecast, and will also help you 
better manager inventory and reduce waste. 

Ensuring Consistency Across Sites

For operators with multiple sites, ensuring a consistent guest experience at each 
is a critical part of maintaining your brand. 

Technology can make this daunting task much easier. With a smart software 
solution, you can instantly distribute recipes, full menus, pictures of how new 
dishes should be plated, ingredient updates, and changes across your locations, 
whether you are a local, national or even international chain. Because site-level 
chefs will be working on the same system to get all the information they need, 
there is a “single version of truth,” eliminating the risk of a certain menu going 
rogue. Instead, each location will have everything they need to deliver a consistent 
experience for your customers. Your loyal guests can expect that the dishes they 
love will be available and dependable wherever they order them.

Take Advantage of Opportunities First With Insightful, 
Integrated Analytics

Fully-Integrated Analytics

Data is everywhere, and the hospitality industry has finally begun embracing its 
collection. But then what? 

To avoid drowning in data, wasting time trying to sift through it, or creating reports 
that are out of date by the time they’re ready, smart operators are turning to tech 
tools with integrated analytics. Technology can be leveraged to quickly collate, 
analyse, and process huge amounts of data from a host of different sources.  
The result? With key insights, restaurants can transform the customer experience, 
and operate more efficiently and profitability. 
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The key is to fully integrate the data available. Rather than cobbling together data 
from various systems, or collecting it piecemeal and manually, analytics software 
can seamlessly gather information from each source. This eliminates version 
control issues and breaks down silos, giving operators a holistic view of the 
business. You’ll be better able to make informed decisions, and can correct  
issues more quickly. 

Instead of operating in a reactive way, scrambling to catch up with errors and 
correct them, teams that leverage analytics software can take a proactive 
approach, solving problems before they arise or impact guests, and adjusting 
course where necessary to maintain profitability. What’s more, being able to 
quickly and easily correlate data means you can uncover previously hidden 
insights that can help you take your operation to the next level.

    Fourth Analytics

Fourth Analytics offers a fully-integrated analytics platform, which allows 
permission-based access anywhere and on any device. By bringing 
everything together in one place, laborious weekly reporting is a thing of 
the past. Flash P&Ls are now sent automatically to all the relevant team 
members, who can then take immediate action on the information given.

All data feeds are configured to quickly integrate and provide clear, visual 
dashboards, using vast amounts of internal and external data, easily 
designed to customers’ unique requirements.

Critically, Fourth Analytics provides substantial additional reporting 
capabilities. Its external data gateway manages the integration of POS 
data down to full check-level detail from any POS vendor. Fourth Analytics 
also manages the integration of other external data sources, such as 
TripAdvisor, social media, guest feedback etc. so all the information is in 
one place, and users can uncover previously hidden insights and drive 
better decision making. By breaking down silos and pulling data from a  
host of different systems,

Fourth Analytics allows for whole-picture visibility and actionable insights.
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Measuring the Impact

Combining internal business data with external information (like weather, national 
events, and local manager insight), gives a much clearer understanding of 
performance and the underlying causes. 

By drilling down into business insights and customer behavior, you’ll have the 
power to adjust pricing, review purchases, swap or better manage vendors, 
improve employee training, share tangible feedback during employee reviews, set 
stronger schedules, adapt menus, and more. You’ll be able to assess the influence 
of specific managers, team members, and ingredient pricing on your bottom line. 
You can map sales against employee costs and customer ratings, and examine the 
difference between actual and theoretical profits, down to the site level. You’ll see 
what’s driving up costs, and where there are opportunities to reduce waste?  
You can also tangibly measure the impact of changes (whether swapping 
ingredients on the menu or swapping employees for a shift). More sophisticated 
tools can aggregate data from customer review sites, too, so you can see how  
the informed decisions you make impact the guest experience.

Cloud computing and easy-to-use dashboards can provide quick answers to the 
pressing questions facing your managers. This gives your team more time to focus 
on delivering positive guest experiences, and helps get managers out of the back 
office and into the front of house.
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The Fourth Platform

The Fourth Platform helps make your business more predictable and more 
profitable — and gives customers a better experience.

The Fourth Platform offers a complete back-office solution to optimize your 
back-office operations, including workforce management, purchase-to-pay, 
inventory management and recipe and menu engineering. Fully integrated and 
built specifically for the hospitality industry, it gives you a complete picture of your 
organization based on a single version of the truth, and generates actionable 
insights to help you get ahead. By simplifying complex processes, we help you get 
managers out of the back office and into the front of house, where they can better 
lead their employees and help deliver outstanding guest experiences.
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Give us a call at +1.877.539.5156 

www.fourth.com

About Fourth

Fourth provides end-to-end, best-in-class technology and services for the 
restaurant and hospitality industries. Their supply chain and workforce 
management solutions, coupled with the industry’s most complete data and 
analytics suite, give operators the actionable insights they need to control costs, 
scale profitability, improve employee engagement, and maintain compliance.  
Since its merger with US-based HotSchedules, Fourth serves more than  
7,000 customers across 120,000 locations globally. 
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