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It’s nearly unbelievable how technology has changed the world over the past few decades, 
and the restaurant industry has been at the forefront of many of those advances. Even before 
the personal computer became commonplace, point-of-sale systems were helping restaurant 
managers manage inventory and labor costs. One of the earliest widespread business-based 
uses of the Internet was online pizza ordering. Today, nearly every QSR, fast casual and pizza 
restaurant offers a mobile ordering app.

Technology continues to change the restaurant industry, and it seems as if the pace of 
change is speeding up, not slowing down. Nearly every day brings news of some digital tool 
that will help us work smarter and more efficiently.

While predictions of the future are often famous for being wildly wrong, it is possible to see 
what’s hitting the market in terms of technology and make some educated guesses about 
what the future holds. Here are some of the technological changes industry observers see 
coming that will affect the restaurant industry in 2018:
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Augmented reality

Augmented reality made its first major impact with the launch of the AR game Pokemon 
Go in 2016. Players would download a free app that utilizes their mobile device’s camera 
and GPS ability to locate, capture, battle, and train virtual creatures, called Pokémon, which 
appear on the screen when they viewed a location. 

Although enthusiasm for the game has moderated somewhat, it was downloaded more 
than 500 million times in its first year and 750 million times in its second year. Augmented 
reality is here to stay, and wearable devices such as Google Glass promise to enhance  
its popularity.

AR is finding its way into the restaurant industry as well. There are already a number of 
applications that show reviews and other information about a restaurant when a user points 
their phone’s camera at the location.

Augmented reality is being used to enhance the ordering experience as well. New York-
based KabaQ, a subsidiary of the Glimpse Group, offers an AR app that allows users to see 
virtual 3D images of a restaurant’s food when ordering in-house or online. The company 
claims restaurants utilizing the technology have seen sales soar by 34 percent thanks to its 
ability to upsell customers.

Touchscreen self-order kiosks

Although touchscreen self-service kiosks have been appearing in restaurants for several 
years, 2018 promises to be the year where they become mainstream. Major food chains 
including McDonald’s, Wendy’s and Jack-in-the-Box are just a few of the restaurant 
companies looking at self-order kiosks to enhance their business.
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“Self-service is poised to make a huge impact on the QSR industry in 2018,” said Luke 
Wilwerding, director of retail solutions at Miltipas, Calif.-based touchscreen provider Elo.

“Customers benefit from skipping the line and can enjoy a consistent enhanced ordering 
experience with rich imagery and food customization capabilities,” he said. “Operators 
benefit from increased average order size and order accuracy along with freeing up 
employees for more strategic activities. As self-service becomes the norm for QSR, we 
should also expect more self-service transactions to incorporate loyalty programs and 
touchscreens for mobile order pick-up, providing additional convenience to keep customers 
coming back on a regular basis.”

And although kiosks may seem old hat in terms of technology, some restaurants are testing 
facial recognition technology that can identify a customer and automatically pull up loyalty 
programs and previous orders.

Mobile ordering technology

Although restaurants have long depended on drive-thru lanes and carryout counters for a 
significant part of their business, the addition of mobile ordering applications is changing 
how that business is conducted.

Fast-food giants McDonald’s, Wendy’s and Burger King are just a few of the names that 
are rolling out mobile ordering options for their customers, incorporating that option with 
features such as curbside check-in and order pickup stations.
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“Restaurant consumers are aggressively gravitating toward concepts that offer the greatest 
level of convenience and control across ordering, payment and distribution,” analysts from 
Wells Fargo wrote in a note to investors in 2017.

Others incorporating mobile ordering and pickup include Panera Bread, for example,  
which is making its rapid pickup service a centerpiece of the company’s growth plans.  
And Chipotle Mexican Grill installed a second make line in 25 of its New York restaurants  
to handle digital sales, laying the foundation for services including “virtual drive-thrus,” 
where customers place an order via their mobile phone and simply pull up in front of the 
restaurant, where a staffer will deliver it to their cars.

Other features appearing in restaurants are include dedicated drive-thru lanes to 
accommodate app orders or outdoor locker systems activated by a mobile phone, allowing 
a customer to receive their order without ever having to interact with restaurant staff.

Artificial intelligence 

Operating a restaurant would be much different if staff could predict what customers might 
order based on factors such as their age, gender, or even how they may be feeling that day.

Although that may sound like science fiction, the day where it becomes reality may not be 
far off. Artificial intelligence technology capable of making such predictions is already being 
tested in the industry.

Fried chicken giant KFC, for example, has partnered with search engine firm Baidu to test 
facial recognition technology in a Beijing restaurant that can make predictions about what a 
customer is likely to order based on factors including the customer’s gender, estimated age 
and even what type of mood they may be in. The customer simply walks up to a kiosk, which 
analyzes the customer’s face and displays its suggestions. A male in his 20s, for example may 
see a suggestion for a chicken sandwich and fries, 
while a 50-something female might see a suggestion 
for a salad or some other item.

While the companies aren’t saying how 
those suggestions are made, they likely 
have developed a database of what various 
demographics are likely to order and use that  
as a basis for the system. In addition, the 
database stores an image of the customer’s  
face and order history, enabling it to refine the 
choices it provides.

Of course, customers can make another selection 
if they desire. And when they’ve made their choice, 
they can pay via their mobile device and pick up 
their order at the counter.
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Other variations of AI in the restaurant industry include the chatbot; automated tools that 
can leverage an app such as Facebook Messenger or SMS text to engage and interact with 
customers and take their orders. Some systems also allow customers to add reviews and 
complete surveys via the bot.

Chatbots can add a personal touch to features such as online and mobile ordering, using 
machine learning to become more efficient the more they are used.
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