








tor whose interests also include
the 90-strong Gino's chain of Ital-
ian restaurants, Starbucks coffee
bars in Spain and France, TGI
Friday’s, plus several others.

All of The Wok’s dishes are
cooked from fresh in front of
customers, mainly stir-frying in
large woks over powerful gas
ranges. “You can see and feel it,
which is why people love it,” com-
mented Guillermo Moreno, man-
aging director of business devel-
opment at Grupo Vips. He believes
that the open kitchen reinforces
customer trust. “It’s very impres-
sive to see the flames behind the
window and a very important
marketing feature.”

A high percentage of customers
are female. Many Chinese-derived
staff (recruited from Ecuador) are
employed to handle the predom-
inantly stir-fried menu but mini-
malist rather than Asian decor is
thought to better reflect the ethos
of freshness and modernity.

Self-ordering screens

Adaptation of interactive point-
of-sale technology is also begin-
ning to contribute directly to the
efficiency of fast-casual concepts,
a notable example being at Bytes,
a 70 seat cafe-restaurant which
opened in the historic UK city of
Canterbury in June 2006. With an
average spend of £10 per head,
owner Heath Clay competes di-

Heath Clay of Bytes, a 70-seat restaurant in Canterbury, England, demonstrates

the self-order touch screen which speeds ordering and service significantly. When
not being used for ordering, the screens offer a bonus in the form of games.

rectly with a large number of na-
tionally-branded, mid-spend
chain eateries so he sought dif-
ferentiation in speed of service by
enabling diners to place their or-
ders electronically. After diners
have sat down, they use an inter-
active touchscreen alongside their
table to view the menu of home-
cooked, freshly-prepared dishes.
Bytes is thought to be the first
restaurant of its kind in Europe.

On-screen prompts permit fast
scrolling through the menu of
starters, main courses, children-
size meals, desserts and snacks,
plus a full range of drinks includ-
ing 12 wines. Each screen has up
to six menu items, with descrip-
tions. The screens don’t just in-
form but also enable the diner to
order the complete meal by touch-
ing a “+” button alongside an item
one of more times to indicate
quantity. Pressing a minus button
deselects a choice if the diner
changes his or her mind.

When all decisions have been
made, a listing of the total order
and its cost is shown, with the
customer confirming the order by
touching the “OK” button. This
transmits the food order to a
printer in the kitchen - which is
equipped conventionally - while
the order for drinks goes to a
printer in the bar area.

As soon as they are prepared,
items are bussed conventionally

to the table by the floor staff, who
are also on hand to deal with any
diner queries or special require-
ments. Subsequent requests like
desserts and more drinks can be
input into the terminal at any
time during the meal. Diners can
also check on their spending by
touching a button marked “view
total order.”

All orders are routed through a
central computer, which monitors
all activity. This terminal is also
programmed so that it can in-
stantly update menus and prices
— daily if necessary and even in
the middle of service should a
particular item run out. It also
handles management reports and
produces the bills when a table of
diners have concluded their meal
and signaled this by touching the
“Pay” button. Payment, by cash
or card, is handled convention-
ally by staff.

“We didn’t want the situation
of customers trying to catch wait-
ers’ attention all the time,” com-
ments Clay. “This system puts
them in control. It also cuts out
the need to take orders, which is
by far the most time-consuming
job for waiting staft.” Letting din-
ers do it has made it possible to cut
floor staff down to two, even at
peak-times. When not being used
for ordering, the terminals also
provide entertainment such as
quiz games and drawing. By com-
parison, the chain restaurant next
door, which has slightly fewer seats
and ordering from a counter, needs
five front-of-house staff. Clay be-
lieves this labour reduction makes
it possible to pay for the bespoke
point-of-sale system at Bytes with-
in under a year.

Out of Bytes’ total installation
budget of £150,000, Clay esti-
mates that software and hardware
—including 13 touchscreen termi-
nals costing £1000 each plus a
central server and three printers
— cost around £25,000.: >

Bruce Whitehall is a journalist and video-
maker based in Surrey, England. He
writes for several UK and European
foodservice publications and is the
author of two Financial Times surveys on
foodservice branding. He can be reached
at bruce.whitehall@blueyonder.co.uk.
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