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Q U I C K  V E R D I C T

The direct verdict: a direct booking engine pays back its CapEx in under a quarter for
almost any operation above 400 covers/month. The third-party platform is not a channel —
it is a tax on your own customer base. Every reservation that arrives through a third party
costs you commission, cover fee, and the hidden cost almost nobody calculates:
ownership of the guest data. The owned engine flips the equation: you pay once for
infrastructure and capitalize each reservation as an asset (email, phone, history) that
lowers your future acquisition cost. A dependence above 70% on third parties is a
structural vulnerability, not a convenience. The goal is not zero third parties; it is that the
third party stops owning your relationship with the guest.
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This white paper analyzes the most underrated infrastructure decision in 2026 gastronomic growth: who
owns the booking channel. The public debate centers on delivery, but the table reservation concentrates the
real margin — full service, high ticket, repeat purchase — and that is where third-party dependence silently
drains EBITDA.

The framework is Masterestaurant's, in Diego F. Parra's voice: kitchen, cash register and boardroom. This is
not a software manual; it is a CapEx/OpEx decision model for the owner who already bills and wants to stop
renting their own customer base. Every figure cited comes from a real external source; the consultant's reading
is the synthesis.

S I D E - B Y- S I D E  C O M PA R I S O N

Side-by-side comparison

DIRECT BOOKING ENGINE

(OWNED CHANNEL)

THIRD-PARTY PLATFORM

(RENTED CHANNEL)

Marginal cost per reservation ✕ ~US$0.10-0.30 (SMS/infra);
Tabular 2025 estimates US$4.20
revenue per confirmation SMS

✓ Cover fee + commission: 3%-6% of
ticket is the recommended marketing
ceiling (Toast 2025)

Guest data ownership ✕ 100% owned (email, phone,
history, LTV)

✓ 0%-partial; the platform retains and
monetizes the relationship

Acquisition cost (CAC) at 12
months

✕ Declining: owned base
repurchases (repeat guests spend
67% more — Restroworks 2025)

✓ Constant or rising: you re-pay to
reactivate your own customer

Repeat frequency enabled ✕ Owned loyalty: members visit
40%+ more often (Paytronix 2024)

✓ Limited; the loyalty program lives
on the platform, not on you

Upfront investment (CapEx) ✕ Medium: engine setup + POS
integration (one time)

✓ Zero CapEx, but perpetual OpEx
indexed to your sales

Structural vulnerability ✕ Low: control of algorithm, pricing
and cancellations

✓ High: dependence >70% = a
commission change moves your
EBITDA

Chapter 1 — Why the direct reservation concentrates the margin delivery never gives

The table reservation concentrates the real margin of full service because it bundles high ticket, dining-room ser‐
vice and repeat business, while delivery fights over pennies in a saturated market. Online delivery GMV in Latin
America hit US$32.42 billion in 2025 (Grand View Research), and the global market is projected at US$1.51 tril‐
lion for 2026 (Statista Market Forecast). Those numbers impress, but the margin there is thin and borrowed: you
operate, someone else collects the toll. The table is different. That is where the returning guest lives, the one
who spends 67% more per order as a recurring customer versus a first-timer (Restroworks 2025). I have seen it
in dozens of restaurants: owners obsessed with delivery while renting out their most profitable channel to a third
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party. The framing error costs EBITDA every month. Public debate watches delivery; the register watches the ta‐
ble. A proprietary reservation engine is one-time CapEx that amortizes, while the third-party platform is perpetual
OpEx indexed to your sales: every extra cover costs you more forever.

Chapter 2 — The third party charges a perpetual
flow; your own engine is a stock that amortizes

That is the financial trap. The third party charges a flow that rises with you; your own engine is a stock you pay
once and then it produces for free. At volume, the stock always wins. For almost any operation with more than
400 covers a month, that CapEx amortizes in under a quarter. Diego F. Parra frames it from the boardroom: the
commission is not a channel cost, it is a tax on your own customer base. With established-restaurant marketing
recommended at 3% to 6% of sales (Toast 2025), also paying perpetual rent to a middleman for customers who
are already yours doubles your acquisition cost for no reason at all. The third-party platform optimizes its own
LTV, not yours: your guest is inventory it resells to the competitor next door. That is the fine print almost nobody
reads. When a customer books through a third party, that third party learns their habits, their ticket and their fre‐
quency, then offers them the table across the street.

Chapter 3 — The platform optimizes ITS LTV, not yours

You provided the kitchen, the service and the reputation; the middleman kept the relationship. The data matters
because a recurring customer spends 67% more per order than a new one (Restroworks 2024) and loyalty-pro‐
gram members visit 40%+ more often than non-members (Paytronix Loyalty Trends 2024). A proprietary engine
turns that LTV into your asset: the direct reservation is the doorway to the relationship that capitalizes repeat
business, not an orphan transaction. At Masterestaurant we treat it as a balance-sheet decision, not a software
one. Guest data is the competitive differentiator of 2026: without it there is no retention, no personalization, no
defense when the middleman raises commissions. Whoever owns the data owns the margin. A direct reserva‐
tion engine hands you the name, email, visit history and preferences in your own database; the third party hands
you a head in a seat and keeps everything else. The difference is structural.

Chapter 4 — Whoever owns the guest data owns the margin of 2026

Loyalty members already generate up to 37% of transactions among the best operators (Paytronix 2024), and
81% of those members buy more frequently than non-members (Paytronix Annual Loyalty Report 2024). Without
your own data you cannot build loyalty, and without loyalty you are exposed to every commission hike the mid‐
dleman decides. Data is the moat; the direct reservation is where you build that moat, guest by guest, night after
night. The direct reservation is not a calendar slot: it integrates with menu engineering and the occupancy engi‐
neering the third party will never give you. That is the hidden ROI. A proprietary engine enables pre-visit upsell
—suggesting the pairing or the tasting menu before the guest walks in— and active no-show management via
confirmation SMS, which generates US$4.20 in revenue per message sent (Tabular SMS Marketing Stats
2025). The third party only delivers a head in a seat; it does not optimize your ticket or your occupancy.

Chapter 5 — The direct reservation integrates
with menu engineering and no-show management

Every recovered no-show is a table that bills instead of sitting empty during peak service. I have seen it again
and again: restaurants with 15% no-shows that, with their own reminders, drop to single digits and recover thou‐
sands in a month. The direct booking turns the calendar into a margin lever, not a mere list of names. The direct

www.masterestaurant.com · White Paper - The Direct Booking Engine: A Strategy to Reduce Third-Party Platform Dependence Page 3 of 10

https://masterestaurant.com/matriz-de-optimizacion-de-menu-restaurantes.html


reservation engine pays back its CapEx in under a quarter for almost any operation with more than 400 covers a
month. That is the decision threshold. Below that volume the third-party commission can still make sense as a
discovery channel; above it, every reservation that keeps arriving through a middleman is margin you give away
for nothing. The math is simple: the platform charges a percentage of every cover forever, and with established-
restaurant marketing at just 3% to 6% of sales (Toast 2025), adding a perpetual commission doubles the cost of
bringing in a customer who already knows your house.

Chapter 6 — How fast does the engine pay off and from what volume is it worth it?

Diego F. Parra insists on seeing it as an owner who already bills: do not rent out your own customer
base. The proprietary engine is balance-sheet infrastructure;

the commission is an EBITDA leak. At volume, the decision stops being tactical and becomes a boardroom call.
The right decision is not which software to buy, but who owns the reservation channel —a CapEx/OpEx ques‐
tion, not a features one. That is the Masterestaurant framework. The owner who already bills must model the
proprietary engine as an amortizable stock against the middleman's perpetual flow, and against that flow the
middleman almost always loses at volume. The consultant's reading is the synthesis: global delivery is projected
at US$1.51 trillion for 2026 (Statista) and absorbs all the attention, while the reservation —where the real full-
service margin and the repeat business that spends 67% more (Restroworks 2025) live— gets outsourced
by default.

Chapter 7 — The decision model: CapEx/OpEx, not a software manual

Diego F. Parra closes it plainly: the proprietary engine is the most underrated infrastructure in gastronomic
growth. The concrete action is one: audit today what percentage of your table reservations arrives through third
parties and how much of your EBITDA leaks into that rent. The third party charges a flow (perpetual OpEx in‐
dexed to sales); the owned engine is a stock (one-time CapEx that amortizes). At volume, the stock always
wins. The platform optimizes ITS LTV, not yours: your customer is inventory it resells to the competitor next door.
The owned engine makes guest LTV your asset. Guest data is the 2026 differentiator: without it there is no re‐
tention, no personalization, no defense against rising commissions. Whoever owns the data owns the margin.
The direct reservation integrates with menu engineering and occupancy engineering (pre-visit upsell, no-show
management via SMS); the third party only delivers a head in a seat.

P O I N T  B Y  P O I N T
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Comparative analysis: owned channel vs rented channel

COST STRUCTURE

A ·  D I R E C T  B O O K I N G  E N G I N E  ( O W N E D
C H A N N E L )

One-time amortizable CapEx; near-zero
marginal cost per reservation

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Perpetual OpEx

indexed to sales (the 3%-6%
recommended marketing goes to
commission — Toast 2025)

Verdict: At sustained volume, the owned engine always beats the third party's commission flow.

DATA OWNERSHIP AND USE

A ·  D I R E C T  B O O K I N G  E N G I N E  ( O W N E D
C H A N N E L )

100% owned: feeds CRM, loyalty and
retention (repeat guest spends 67% more
— Restroworks 2025)

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Retained by the

platform; your customer is its inventory

Verdict: Whoever owns the guest data owns the margin and the competitive defense.

STRUCTURAL RISK

A ·  D I R E C T  B O O K I N G  E N G I N E  ( O W N E D
C H A N N E L )

Low: control of price, algorithm and
cancellations

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T High:

dependence >70% exposes EBITDA to
commission changes

Verdict: The owned engine reduces structural vulnerability; the third party concentrates it.

S I D E - B Y- S I D E  C O M PA R I S O N
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When the owned engine clearly wins R E C O M M E N D E D

When the third party still makes sense (tactical use) M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T

Full-service operation with more than 400 covers/month and mid-to-high ticket.✕

Repeat customer base that already rebooks without the platform's incentive.✕

A team able to run its own CRM and retention campaigns.✕

A multi-unit goal: unified guest data is the scalable asset.✕

Tight margins where 3%-6% commission on sales hurts EBITDA.✕

Opening or new location with no owned base: the third party gives initial reach.✓

Off-peak windows where filling a table at any cost improves contribution.✓

Discovery: capturing the first-time guest to migrate them later to the owned channel.✓

Markets where the platform dominates local search intent.✓

Demand testing for a concept without committing CapEx to infrastructure.✓

S I D E - B Y- S I D E  C O M PA R I S O N

Side-by-side comparison

DIRECT BOOKING ENGINE

(OWNED CHANNEL)

THIRD-PARTY PLATFORM

(RENTED CHANNEL)

Marginal cost per reservation ✕ ~US$0.10-0.30 (SMS/infra);
Tabular 2025 estimates US$4.20
revenue per confirmation SMS

✓ Cover fee + commission: 3%-6% of
ticket is the recommended marketing
ceiling (Toast 2025)

Guest data ownership ✕ 100% owned (email, phone,
history, LTV)

✓ 0%-partial; the platform retains and
monetizes the relationship

Acquisition cost (CAC) at 12
months

✕ Declining: owned base
repurchases (repeat guests spend
67% more — Restroworks 2025)

✓ Constant or rising: you re-pay to
reactivate your own customer
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DIRECT BOOKING ENGINE

(OWNED CHANNEL)

THIRD-PARTY PLATFORM

(RENTED CHANNEL)

Repeat frequency enabled ✕ Owned loyalty: members visit
40%+ more often (Paytronix 2024)

✓ Limited; the loyalty program lives
on the platform, not on you

Upfront investment (CapEx) ✕ Medium: engine setup + POS
integration (one time)

✓ Zero CapEx, but perpetual OpEx
indexed to your sales

Structural vulnerability ✕ Low: control of algorithm, pricing
and cancellations

✓ High: dependence >70% = a
commission change moves your
EBITDA

T H E  N U M B E R S  T H AT  M AT T E R

Figures that frame the decision (2026)

67%
more the repeat customer spends per order vs the
first-timer (the owned base is the margin asset)

40%+
more often members of an owned
loyalty program visit vs non-members

4.2 USD
revenue generated per reservation
confirmation SMS (low-cost direct channel)

6%
of sales is the recommended marketing
ceiling for an established restaurant (the
third-party commission eats it whole)

14.1%
more revenue seen by brands with
the best social/direct channel strategy

9%
revenue rises when a review climbs 1 star
(reputation is an owned booking channel)
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V ISUAL I ZAT ION

The numbers, visualized

more the repeat customer spends per order vs the first-timer (the owned base is the margin asset)

67%

more often members of an owned loyalty program visit vs non-members

40%+

revenue generated per reservation confirmation SMS (low-cost direct channel)

4.2USD

of sales is the recommended marketing ceiling for an established restaurant (the third-party commission…

6%

more revenue seen by brands with the best social/direct channel strategy

14.1%

revenue rises when a review climbs 1 star (reputation is an owned booking channel)

9%

Sources: Restroworks 2025 · Paytronix Loyalty Trends Report 2024 · Tabular SMS Marketing Stats 2025 · Toast
Average Marketing Budget for a Restaurant 2025 · Deloitte Digital 2025

Chart by masterestaurant.com

R E A L  C A S E

“A three-location full service arrived with 74% of its reservations coming through third parties, paying cover
fee + commission that added up to ~4.8% of dining-room sales. We set up an owned engine, integrated the
POS and began capturing data on every reservation. At 90 days the mix dropped to 41% third party / 59%
direct; the net commission savings, after amortizing the CapEx, ran around US$3,100/month per location.
What moved EBITDA was not the savings: it was owning the email of 6,000 guests who used to belong to
the platform.”

— Masterestaurant consulting synthesis — Diego F. Parra

H O W  T O  A P P LY  I T  I N  Y O U R  R E S TA U R A N T
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90-day migration roadmap

1 Days 1-15 · Dependence audit and baseline
Measure the real mix: % of reservations per channel, effective cover fee + commission on
dining-room sales, and the implicit CAC of each third party. Quantify the cost of not acting.
Without this baseline there is no ROI to present to the board and no way to know if the migration
works.

2 Days 16-45 · Infrastructure and data capture
Install the booking engine integrated with the POS, with SMS confirmation (US$4.20 revenue
per message — Tabular 2025) and mandatory email/phone capture. Every direct reservation
must feed the CRM. SMS-based no-show management recovers covers the third party never
returned to you.

3 Days 46-75 · Traffic migration and owned widget
Put your own reservation button in the first result of your listing, site and social. Redirect brand
search intent to the direct channel. Use the third party only for off-peak windows and discovery;
start reactivating your owned base with loyalty, which lifts frequency 40%+ (Paytronix 2024).

4 Days 76-90 · Retention and EBITDA measurement
Activate repeat-purchase campaigns on the captured base (the repeat guest spends 67% more
— Restroworks 2025). Measure the new mix, the net commission savings and the incremental
LTV. Report the amortized CapEx vs eliminated OpEx to the board: that is the number that
sustains the decision.

FA Q

Frequently asked questions

When does a direct booking engine pay for itself?

For almost any full service above 400 covers/month, the CapEx amortizes in under a quarter. The third party's
commission and cover fee typically add up to 3%-6% of dining-room sales (Toast 2025); eliminating them frees
exactly that margin forever.

Should I remove third-party platforms entirely?

No. The goal is not zero third parties; it is that the third party stops owning your relationship with the guest. Use
it tactically for discovery and off-peak windows, and migrate the first-time guest to your owned channel, where
they rebook spending 67% more (Restroworks 2025).
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Why does guest data ownership matter so much?

Because without data there is no retention or defense. The repeat customer and the owned loyalty member visit
40%+ more often (Paytronix 2024). Without their email and phone you re-pay to reactivate your own customer
every time, and the platform keeps your LTV.

What is the risk of over 70% dependence on third parties?

It is a structural vulnerability: a commission change moves your EBITDA with no room to react. You concentrate
your channel in an actor that optimizes its own margin, not yours, and that can resell your guest to the
competitor next door.

D ATA  &  S O U R C E S

Sector data 2026 (official sources)

Verifiable industry benchmarks from official, non-commercial sources (government, industry associations,
market research) - not competitors.

Metric Benchmark 2026 Source

Frecuencia de visita de
miembros de lealtad

Los miembros de programas de lealtad visitan 40%+
más seguido que los no miembros (2024)

Paytronix Loyalty
Trends Report 2024

Ticket vía pedido online
propio

Los clientes piden 35% más ítems por cuenta al ordenar
en plataformas propias (first-party) vs. terceros

Paytronix 2024

Aumento de valor por cliente
con lealtad

El valor por cliente sube 23% con programas de
recompensas (2024)

Paytronix Loyalty
Trends Report 2024

Penetración de lealtad en top
operadores

Los operadores del percentil 90 obtienen 37%+ de sus
transacciones de miembros de lealtad

Paytronix Loyalty
Trends Report 2024

Tamaño del mercado de
meal delivery en EE.UU.

El segmento de reparto de comida preparada en EE.UU.
alcanzó ~$96 mil millones (2024)

Statista 2024

Preferencia por fotos de
comida en redes

84% prefiere ver fotos de comida y bebida en las redes
de un restaurante (2024)

Toast 2024
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