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Introduction

Independent restaurants are facing a widening divide between survival and scale.
The difference is in their access to capabilities. Operators with the right systems,
guidance, and tools are able to invest in long-term growth and move from survival
to strategy. Those without remain constrained by day-to-day operational
demands, even when demand exists. This report explores where that gap is
forming, what is driving it, and what it will take to close it.

The widening gap among independent restaurants is not

about effort. It is about access to capabilities.

In today’s restaurant economy, operators are navigating an increasingly uneven
playing field. Some are finding ways to scale through diversification, stronger
systems, and strategic support, while many others remain stuck in a cycle of
constant firefighting. The result is a capability gap that shows up in practical
ways, including:

staffing instability
operational friction
fragmented marketing efforts
poor financial visibility

These gaps make it difficult for a restaurant business to shift from short-term
survival toward sustainable growth.

This report draws on findings from MarketStreet’s national survey of
independent restaurant operators to better understand where that gap is
forming, what is driving it, and which unmet needs are most likely to stall growth
if left unaddressed. The survey captures perspectives from operators across a
wide range of business models, including full-service and fast-casual
restaurants, delivery-first concepts, catering and wholesale operations, retail
storefronts, private events, pop-ups, and food trucks. This diversity matters
because the challenges facing a single-location pop-up differ meaningfully from
those of a multi-channel retail or private-event business, yet clear patterns still
emerge across segments.
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Taken together, these findings point to a central insight. Independent
restaurants do not lack effort or ambition. What separates operators who scale
from those who remain stuck is access to capabilities, including the systems,
guidance, and tools that make growth achievable. The sections that follow
explore the most important gaps revealed in the data, and the practical supports
that can help operators move from survival to strategy.
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The Capability Gap in Practice

One of the clearest signals from the data is that established, diversified
operators are pulling ahead, while newer or smaller businesses face
compounding constraints. Restaurants operating across multiple channels such
as retail, catering, wholesale, or private events tend to be older, larger, and
more resilient. Channel diversity appears to support both revenue stability and
strategic maturity, enabling operators to think beyond short-term survival toward
optimization and growth.

The gap between these two groups is not simply one of
effort or ambition. It is a gap in capabilities, including

access to guidance, operational infrastructure, marketing
leverage, and decision-making support.

By contrast, operators concentrated in food trucks, pop-ups, or single sales
channels skew smaller and earlier-stage. These businesses are more likely to be
reactive, spending the majority of their time firefighting rather than building
systems.
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Unmet Needs and Persistent Pain Points

Across nearly every cohort surveyed,
staffing and retention emerge as a
common constraint. Whether delivery-
focused, catering-based, retail-oriented,
or private-event driven, operators
consistently cite hiring and keeping
reliable staff as a top challenge, often
alongside rising food and ingredient costs.
Staffing pressure cascades into
scheduling challenges, quality control
risks, and degraded guest experiences,
making it harder to grow without breaking
what already works.

Marketing presents a more subtle but
equally important signal. Only 36 percent
of respondents identify marketing,
promotion, or customer acquisition and
retention as a top challenge. A closer look
reveals fragmented channel usage and
inconsistent engagement across cohorts,
suggesting underinvestment rather than
lack of need. Delivery-heavy businesses
often rely almost entirely on third-party
platforms. Catering and wholesale
operators deprioritize loyalty and digital
retention altogether. In many cases,
operators recognize the importance of
marketing but lack the tools, time, or
clarity to execute it effectively.

Finally, operational systems and efficiency
become more acute pain points as
businesses scale. Restaurants in the retail
and private-event segments, often with 40
or more employees, are more likely than
the rest of the industry (+19%) to cite
operational efficiency and systems as a
top business concern. These operators
are no longer constrained by demand
alone. Instead, growth exposes gaps in
systems that were never designed for
scale.

Top answers: What are your top 3 business
concerns right now? *

Food/beverage and ingredient costs 47%
Staffing and retention 38%
Cash flow and financial stability 25%
L
Competition from other restaurants 23%
Supply chain or vendor issues 22%
Attracting and keeping customers 22%
Owner stress or burnout 21%
Operational efficiency and systems 21%
Marketing and promotion 19%
0% 50%

Top business concerns among restaurants
selling via private events/venue rentals (index
to sample**)

Operational efficiency and systems 19

Attracting and keeping customers | 16
Staffing and retention | m

Marketing and promotion | 109
Technology and digital tools | 102
Regulatory compliance and red tape | 101
Competition from other restaurants | 100
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One of the strongest signals in MarketStreet’s second survey is the relationship
between channel diversity and business maturity. Operators with multiple revenue
channels consistently exhibit operational sophistication than those dependent on
a single mode of selling (see charts below, indexed to sample): they are 14% more
likely to have a liquor license, 12% more likely to offer delivery, and 9% more likely
to offer catering. This pattern appears across restaurant formats and is especially
pronounced when comparing newer, survival-oriented businesses to more
established, growth-oriented ones.

Do you have a liquor license? Do you offer delivery? Do you offer catering?
1 channel 1 channel 1 channel
@ 2+ channels @ 2+ channels @ 2+ channels
107 149 135
No No No
I - - -
95 88 94
Yes Yes Yes
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What Channel Diversity Actually Means

Channel diversity does not simply mean “doing more things.” It refers to the
intentional use of multiple revenue streams to stabilize cash flow, maximize
existing assets, and extend a brand’s reach beyond a single moment of demand.
Examples include combining dine-in or takeout with catering, wholesale, private
events, retail products, or branded goods.

In practice, channel diversity allows restaurants to extract more value from the
same kitchen, staff, and brand. A slow Tuesday night might still support prep for a
wholesale order. A catering operation can fill off-peak capacity. Retail or
packaged goods can smooth volatility caused by seasonality or foot traffic
fluctuations. The result is not just more revenue, but more predictable and
resilient revenue.




Why Diversification Matters for Growth
Channel diversity plays a critical role in enabling growth, in several ways.

1.1t helps de-risk seasonality. Catering and private events can offset slow
periods in dine-in traffic. Wholesale can provide steady volume even when
consumer demand fluctuates.

2.Diversification can expand margins by improving unit economics. Wholesale or
retail products often benefit from scale efficiencies once systems are in place.
Packaging, distribution, and repeat orders can reduce variability compared to
one-off guest visits.

3.Diversified operators can leverage staff more effectively. Predictable channels
like wholesale or catering allow for better scheduling and training, while
variable channels absorb peak demand. This balance supports retention and
operational consistency, two areas already under pressure across the industry.

Where Smaller Operators Get Stuck

Despite these benefits, many smaller operators remain locked into a single
channel, leaving them with very different business concerns. Compared to owners
of restaurants diversified across two or more channels, they worry about
rent/lease expenses (+10% more likely), cash flow/financial stability (+13%),
food/beverage/ingredient costs (+15%) and, above all, owner stress or burnout
(+16%). Conversely, their counterparts spend their energy on proactive priorities
like attracting/keeping customers, marketing and promotion, investing in
technology and digital tools, and creating overall operational efficiencies.

Index to sample (1 sales channel vs. 2+ sales channels): What are your top 3 business concerns?

Rent or lease Cash flow and Food/beverage and Owner stress or
expenses financial stability ingredient costs burnout

110 1 113 1 115 1 116

101 2+ 95 2+ | 82 2+ 102

80 90 100 110 120 80 90 100 MO 120 80 90 100 110 120 80 90 100 10 120
The data suggests that this lock-in is less about preference and more about

capability. Without tools, guidance, operational leverage or access to capital,
diversification can feel risky rather than empowering.



Advisor Use:
Stability, Strategy,

and Evolution

Channel diversity is not a luxury reserved for large operators. It is one of the
strategies that creates large operators. Businesses that diversify thoughtfully are
better positioned to stabilize cash flow, improve margins, and move from reactive
management to intentional growth.

The challenge is not knowing that diversification

matters. It is having the support and systems to
make it achievable.

As independent restaurants grow in complexity, another clear pattern emerges
from the data. Operators who engage advisors, coaches, or mentors tend to be
more stable, more strategic, and better positioned to evolve their businesses
over time. Advisory support does not replace operator expertise. Instead, it
expands an owner’s ability to step back, interpret signals, and make decisions
that compound rather than merely react.

The Strategy Gap

Survey results show that advisory use is significantly higher among the most
established and diversified restaurant segments. Catering, retail, wholesale, and
private-event operators are far more likely to report working with a business
advisor, coach, or mentor than food trucks, pop-ups, or single-channel concepts.
These same segments also skew older, larger, and more operationally mature.

Index to sample: Do you use a business advisor, coach, or mentor?

Owners who offer catering Owners selling through retail products
Yes, regularly 13 Yes, regularly 196
Yes, occasionally 109 Yes, occasionally 129
80 20 100 10 120 0 50 100 150 200
Owners selling through wholesale Owners selling through private events/venue
rentals
Yes, regularly 314 Yes, regularly 129
Yes, occasionally 142 Yes, occasionally m7

0 50 100 150 200 250 300 350 0 20 40 60 80 100 120 140




Advisor Use:
Stability, Strategy,

and Evolution

This correlation points to a strategy gap. Operators without advisory support wish
they had more time to invest in customer growth, and struggle to maintain a work-life
balance (see chart below). Their time is consumed by staffing issues, vendor
coordination, and immediate operational decisions. By contrast, those with advisors
push themselves to spend more time on strategic matters like financial tracking,
customer loyalty and menu development. Advisory engagement appears to coincide
with the moment when an operator shifts from surviving the business to shaping it.

Index to sample: What’s one thing you wish you had more time or help with?

. . 2
Do you use a business advisor, coach, or mentor? no @ yes

Bookkeeping and financial tracking 85_130
Customer retention and loyalty g -2
Menu development and pricing _91119
Hiring and staff management EEE  — ——
Managing food/beverage and inventory costs _96107
Technology and systems setup _99103
Strategic planning and business growth s —— 98101

Work-life balance I o
Marketing and customer growth  p— 1

60 80 100 120 140

106

109

What Advisors Enable

The data suggests that advisory relationships create leverage across several
critical dimensions of restaurant management:

1.Advisors support better financial tracking and interpretation. Many operators
have access to data but lack the bandwidth or context to translate numbers
into decisions. Advisors help owners understand margins, cash flow patterns,
and cost drivers so they can act with confidence rather than intuition.

2.Advisors often play a role in menu engineering and margin strategy. By
examining contribution margins, prep complexity, and pricing structures, they
help operators align menus with profitability goals without sacrificing brand
integrity or guest experience.




Advisor Use:
Stability, Strategy,

and Evolution

What Advisors Enable (cont.)

3.Advisory support enables more intentional growth planning. Whether exploring
new channels, adding locations, or evaluating partnerships, advisors help
operators assess readiness and risk. This guidance reduces costly trial-and-
error and increases the likelihood that growth efforts succeed.

4.Advisors help to design systems to achieve scale. As restaurants add staff,
channels, or locations, informal processes break down. Advisors help
formalize workflows, roles, and communication rhythms so growth does not
erode quality or culture.

5.Advisors provide accountability and troubleshooting. When challenges arise,
owners with advisors are less isolated. They have a sounding board to test
assumptions, prioritize actions, and avoid reactive decisions driven by stress.

What It Looks Like Not to Have One

Operators without advisory support often describe a very different experience.
Their time is dominated by firefighting, moving from one urgent issue to the next.
Decisions are reactive, shaped by the loudest problem of the day rather than
long-term priorities. Staffing challenges become a recurring cycle, with turnover
treated as an unavoidable constant instead of a solvable system issue.

Without an external perspective, it becomes difficult to step back and assess
what is truly constraining growth. Long-term planning is postponed. Strategic
initiatives stall. The business may remain busy, but progress is fragile.

Why Strategic Guidance Matters Now

The need for advisory support has intensified as the restaurant environment has
grown more complex. Labor laws vary by jurisdiction and change frequently. POS
ecosystems, delivery platforms, and payment systems continue to fragment.
Marketing channels multiply while becoming harder to manage consistently. At
the same time, operators face rising costs, shifting consumer expectations, and
unpredictable demand patterns.

In this environment, experience alone is no longer sufficient. Strategic guidance
helps operators interpret complexity, prioritize effectively, and build resilience
rather than simply endure volatility. The data makes one point clear, however.
Advisors amplify growth and stabilize operations not as a luxury reserved for large
businesses, but as a multiplier at key inflection points. For independent restaurant
owners navigating growth, complexity, and uncertainty, advisory support can be
the difference between reacting to change and shaping it.




Loyalty and
Customer Retention:

The Underutilized
Growth Lever

Among the many challenges facing independent restaurants, customer retention
stands out as one of the most misunderstood and underutilized opportunities.
While many operators say retention is important, the data shows a consistent gap
between intention and execution. Restaurants that treat loyalty as a core
operational capability, rather than a marketing add-on, demonstrate higher
maturity, greater stability, and stronger long-term performance.

The Data Pattern: Retention Signals Maturity

Survey results reveal a clear pattern among retention-focused operators. These
businesses tend to be long-tenured (28% more likely to be in business 10+ years),
full-service restaurants with larger teams (18% more likely to have over 40
employees). Compared to their peers, they are more likely to invest in loyalty
programs (+16%) and consistently promote on Facebook (+19%) and Instagram

(+7%).
How long have you been in business? * How many employees do you currently have? *
0-10 years 93 1-40 91
11+ years 128 41+ 18

0 20 40 60 80 100 120 140 0 20 40 60 80 100 120

Retention-oriented operators also show signs of operational rigor that extend
beyond marketing. They are more likely to conduct weekly cost reviews (+32%)
and refresh menus weekly (+62%). This suggests that retention does not exist in
isolation. It correlates with a broader mindset of discipline, measurement, and
continuous improvement.

How often do you review How often do you update or rotate your
food/beverage costs and margins? * menu? *
Weekly 132
! Weekly 159
Biweekly 85
Monthly 94
| Less than weekly 96
Quarterly 91

0 20 40 60 80 100 120 140 0 50 100 150 200




Loyalty and
Customer Retention:

The Underutilized
Growth Lever

Why Retention Matters for Everyone Else

For operators outside this cohort, retention often receives less attention than
acquisition. This is understandable. New customer acquisition is visible, urgent,
and frequently tied to short-term revenue needs. Retention, by contrast, can feel
incremental and harder to attribute directly to growth.

Retaining an existing customer is consistently cheaper

than acquiring a new one.

Yet the economics tell a different story. Repeat guests tend to spend more over
time, require less promotional incentive, and provide a more predictable revenue
base. In categories with high competition and thin margins, retention-driven repeat
behavior can materially improve profitability and resilience.

Ironically, the segments that could benefit most from retention often use it the
least. Fast casual and quick-service operators face intense competition, platform
dependence, and rising costs, yet frequently lack structured loyalty programs
(37% less likely) and are 21% less likely to name attraction/retention of customers
among their top concerns right now. Without retention infrastructure, these
businesses remain exposed to demand volatility and rising acquisition costs.

“Loyalty/rewards programs” cited as “Attracting and keeping customers” among
a channel currently used for top business concerns
promotion
Fast casual/QSR 63 Fast casual/QSR 79
Other 13 Other 107
0 20 40 60 80 100 120 0 20 40 60 80 100 120

Where Retention Breaks Down

The survey data highlights several common failure points that prevent retention
from delivering its full impact:

1.Loyalty tools are often implemented inconsistently. Many operators adopt
programs without a clear plan for usage, promotion, or measurement.
Enrollment stalls. Offers go unused. Staff lack clarity on how to reinforce the
program during service.




Loyalty and
Customer Retention:

The Underutilized
Growth Lever

2.Retention strategies are frequently misaligned with the actual guest experience.
A loyalty offer cannot compensate for long wait times, inconsistent food quality,
or poor communication. When experience and retention messaging are
disconnected, programs lose credibility.

3.Customer data remains underutilized. While POS systems capture valuable
information, many operators lack the time or tools to segment customers,
personalize outreach, or identify lapsed guests. Data exists, but it rarely informs
action.

4.Social media ordering and engagement flows are underdeveloped. Operators
may post regularly but fail to connect content to ordering, offers, or loyalty
enrollment. As a result, attention does not translate into repeat behavior.

5.Many restaurants lack basic reminder and nurture sequences. Guests are not
prompted to return, celebrate milestones, or re-engage after periods of
inactivity. Retention becomes passive rather than intentional.

Structural Barriers to Retention
Retention challenges vary by business model:

e Catering and wholesale operators often have high lifetime value relationships
but minimal retention infrastructure. Repeat business depends heavily on
personal relationships rather than systems.

e Takeout-heavy operators rely heavily on delivery platforms, which limits
access to first-party customer data and direct engagement. Loyalty, when it
exists, is often fragmented or outsourced.

e Full-service restaurants tend to perform better on retention, but their efforts
are frequently constrained by technology that does not integrate seamlessly
across reservations, payments, and marketing.

Retention is not a marketing upgrade. It is a survival strategy with measurable
financial upside. Operators who invest in loyalty as a system rather than a tactic
are better positioned to stabilize revenue, reduce acquisition dependency, and
build lasting customer relationships. For independent restaurants navigating rising
costs and unpredictable demand, retention represents one of the most
accessible and underleveraged paths to durable growth.




Solutions for
Independent

Restaurants

Low-Cost or No-Cost Improvements
1. Free or Affordable Advisory Support

Advisory access does not need to be expensive to be effective. Programs such as
SBA SCORE and local Small Business Development Centers offer free or low-cost
coaching, financial review, and planning support. Many cities also host restaurant-
focused peer groups that provide shared learning and accountability.

Industry newsletters, benchmarking reports, and local business associations can
further expose operators to best practices without requiring formal consulting
engagements. Pop-up advisory clinics hosted by chambers of commerce or
economic development organizations can provide targeted guidance at key
moments.

2. Growth and Revenue Optimization Basics

Many operators can unlock near-term revenue by focusing on fundamentals that
require minimal investment. Menu engineering remains one of the highest leverage
activities. Reviewing contribution margins, simplifying low-performing items, and
highlighting high-margin dishes can materially improve profitability without
increasing volume.

Bundling complementary items into high-margin combinations can increase
average check size while simplifying ordering decisions for guests. Simple upsell
scripting, especially for add-ons and beverages, can further increase per-guest
revenue when consistently applied by staff.

Optimizing a restaurant’s Google Business Profile is another overlooked
opportunity. Ensuring accurate hours, up-to-date photos, clear menus, and regular
posts can significantly influence local discovery and conversion. Similarly, waitlist
and reservation messaging can double as marketing touchpoints by capturing
contact information and encouraging return visits.

3. Simple Loyalty and Retention Activators

Retention improvements often begin with small, manageable steps. Digital punch

cards or basic loyalty programs can be implemented quickly and reinforce repeat
behavior. Automated “We miss you” messages sent after periods of inactivity can
re-engage guests with minimal effort.

First-party ordering incentives help reduce reliance on third-party platforms while
strengthening direct relationships. Even basic guest preference tracking,
maintained in a simple spreadsheet, can personalize service and build loyalty
without sophisticated systems.
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4. Operational Efficiency Fundamentals

Operational discipline underpins every other improvement. Weekly cost reviews
help operators spot issues before they escalate. A daily closing checklist ensures
consistency and reduces preventable errors. Regular vendor comparison
protocols prevent cost creep and encourage accountability.

Establishing a clear menu update cadence keeps offerings aligned with demand,
seasonality, and margin goals. These practices are simple, repeatable, and proven
across high-performing operators.

How To Close The Capability Gap

The capability gaps facing independent operators can be addressed through
practical, system-level support that translates complex business challenges into
accessible execution frameworks.

Community-Driven Growth. Peer-driven networks can help operators share trusted referrals,
exchange real-world insights, and learn what is working across markets. This reduces
isolation and supports stronger decision making through shared experience.

Simplified Marketing. The findings suggest that clearer marketing execution support
remains a major unmet need. Streamlined channel planning, automated retention
workflows, and digital presence tools can help focus effort, strengthen engagement,
and improve customer lifetime value.

Accessible Advisory Support. Access to affordable strategic guidance remains
uneven, especially for smaller operators. Playbooks, templates, advisor matching,
and structured planning tools can bring strategic support within reach without the
cost of traditional consulting.

Operational Intelligence. Integrating staffing, cost, and performance data into
simplified dashboards can improve operational visibility. Early warning indicators and
structured improvement paths help identify margin pressure, correct inefficiencies,
and build resilience.

For operators seeking structured support across these areas, integrated models
are emerging to help turn insight into action. With the right combination of
community, execution support, and operational insight, independent operators can
close the capability gap and build stronger, more resilient businesses over time.

About MarketStreet
MarketStreet is a Silicon Valley startup building tools and community

for small business owners, aligned with the needs
highlighted in this report.




Appendix

Methodology

From September 3-29, 2025, a total of 969 U.S.-based respondents participated
in our survey. To ensure we heard from the right audience, we used screening
questions to narrow the audience. Only those who selected “restaurant/food
service” and “I own and operate 2 to 5 locations” continued to the full set of
questions.

Each participant answered a series of 30 additional questions, with responses
collected in either single-select or multiple-choice format. To better understand
trends across different groups, we conducted additional cohort analyses by
geographic region, offering of different service models (delivery, takeout,
catering, liquor license), utilization of diverse sales channels (food truck, farmers
markets/pop-ups, wholesale, meal prep/subscriptions, retail products, private
events/venue rentals), and top business challenges. We only conducted cohort
analyses for business types with a large enough sample of respondents to
support reliable comparisons.

To distribute the survey, we used a method called random device engagement.
This means participants were reached through popular mobile apps they already
use, and were offered small, non-cash incentives like access to premium content.
This organic approach, combined with fraud detection tools powered by machine
learning, helped filter out low-quality responses and ensured the data reflects a
more natural, diverse mix of business owners.

Some data in this report are presented as an index-to-sample, which compares
how likely one group is to do something compared to the overall group. An index
of 120 means they’re 20% more likely than average; an index of 80 means they’re
20% less likely.
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