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Restaurant Customer Acquisition Barometer 2026:
which channel fills tables and which burns budget

By Diego F. Parra · Updated 2026-07-09 · Marketing & Growth

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

Verdict: the channel that fills tables in 2026 isn't the most expensive one — it's the one
that lowers customer acquisition cost (CAC) and lifts repeat visits: Google (where 62% of
consumers find restaurants, per Restroworks 2024) and user-generated content (4x more
conversion than brand photos, Loop.fans 2025) win on unit economics; third-party
delivery, at an effective cost of 30%-40% of the order (Restaurant Business 2024), is
expensive visibility that rarely leaves contribution margin. The rule hasn't changed:
acquiring costs 5 to 25 times more than retaining (Bain & Company). Prioritize channels
that feed your owned base.

🔬  M a s t e r e s t a u r a n t  S t u d y  /  S e c t o r  S y n t h e s i s Expert synthesis · cited industry sources · 12 min read

· 2026-07-09

INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY OF MASTERESTAURANT® — EXCLUSIVE FOR SECTOR LEADERS

Every quarter an owner splits the same marketing budget across five or six channels, and almost none of them
know what a guest actually costs through each one. The Restaurant Acquisition Barometer 2026 is a
Masterestaurant expert synthesis of real public sector data — not our own sample — that ranks those channels
by the only thing the register cares about: customer acquisition cost (CAC) against the lifetime value (LTV) of the
guest each one brings.

The mistake I see again and again: confusing volume with profitability. A channel can flood you with orders and
still drain your break-even if its effective commission eats the dish's contribution margin. In 2026, with third-party
delivery charging up to 30%-40% of the order (Restaurant Business, 2024) and Google Ads cost per lead for
food already at US$30.27 (WordStream, 2025), restaurant growth is won on the fine read, not on a hunch. This
analysis puts every channel on the same cited scorecard.

S I D E - B Y- S I D E  C O M PA R I S O N
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Side-by-side comparison

CHANNELS THAT FILL TABLES

(LOW CAC / HIGH REPEAT)

CHANNELS THAT BURN BUDGET

(HIGH EFFECTIVE COST)

Discovery (source of the
guest)

✕ Google: 62% of consumers find
restaurants there (Restroworks
2024)

✓ Third-party delivery: rented visibility,
no customer ownership

Effective cost per transaction ✕ SEO/organic and owned base:
near-$0 marginal cost after setup

✓ 30%-40% of the order in commissions
and fees (Restaurant Business 2024)

Cost per lead / acquisition ✕ UGC and word of mouth: 4x
conversion vs brand photo
(Loop.fans 2025)

✓ Google Ads food: US$30.27 per lead
(WordStream 2025)

Channel conversion ✕ SMS to owned base: 21%-30%
conversion (Constant Contact 2024)

✓ Posts without UGC: up to 10x less
conversion (Emplifi 2025)

Retention economics ✕ Retain: 5-7x cheaper than
acquire (Invesp)

✓ Acquire new: 5 to 25x more expensive
than retain (Bain & Company)

Effect on guest LTV ✕ Instagram discovery: 60% look
for new restaurants there (Tablein
2024)

✓ BOGO coupon: 49% would switch to a
competitor for the offer (Capital One
Shopping 2025)

Finding 1 — Which channel fills tables in 2026, and which one just burns budget?
The channel that fills tables in 2026 isn't the most expensive one, it's the one that lowers customer ac‐
quisition cost (CAC) and lifts repeat visits.

Google leads because 62% of consumers find restaurants through it, more than Yelp or social (Restroworks,
2024), and it captures the diner who already decided to eat out. Third-party delivery is the one that just burns
budget when it drains the register: its effective cost reaches 30%-40% of the total order once commissions and
fees are counted (Restaurant Business, 2024). The mistake I see over and over in the boardroom is measuring
each channel by order volume instead of by the contribution margin it leaves behind. A channel that floods you
with tickets but charges a third of each one isn't growth: it's a leak in disguise. The correct read ranks channels
by CAC against the diner's lifetime value.

Finding 2 — Customer ownership: why does owning the data cheapen the second order?
Owning the customer's data is what separates a profitable channel from one that just rents diners
each time.

When a channel leaves you a phone number, an email, or an account, the second order costs a fraction of the
first, because acquiring a new customer costs 5 to 25 times more than retaining an existing one (Bain &
Company). Third-party delivery does the opposite: it charges 30%-40% of the ticket on every transaction
(Restaurant Business, 2024) and keeps the diner's data, so you never stop paying for acquisition. At
Masterestaurant we quantify it this way at the register: if your CAC runs around US$30-US$80 per restaurant
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customer (ChowNow), paying that cost once and recovering it with direct repeat business is the difference be‐
tween a channel that capitalizes and one that only rents. SMS marketing, with 21%-30% average conversion
(Constant Contact), turns that data into tables.

Finding 3 — How much does user-generated content really convert versus cold paid ads?
User-generated content (UGC) converts 4 times more than brand photos (Loop.fans, 2025), and on the
Emplifi platform posts with UGC outperform those without it by more than 10x (Emplifi, 2025).

That's the channel that fills tables with almost no variable cost: the diner produces the social proof for you.
Against that, cold Google Ads pauta competes with a cost per lead of US$30.27 in restaurants and food (Word‐
Stream, 2025), a number that climbs in high season. UGC also generates +28% engagement versus brand con‐
tent (Restroworks, 2025), and the number of UGC creators grew 93% year over year (Socially Powerful, 2025),
so the inventory of free content only expands. The gut says "buy more ads"; the register says activate your cus‐
tomers to produce the content that converts. A channel that doesn't feed repeat business multiplies your effec‐
tive CAC in every slow season, because acquiring costs 5 to 25 times more than retaining (Bain & Company), or
5 to 7 times according to Invesp.

Finding 4 — Retention economics: why does a channel without repeat visits multiply CAC?
The math is simple and I watch it fail constantly: if you pay US$30-US$80 to acquire a restaurant cus‐
tomer (ChowNow) and that diner doesn't return, every new table costs the full price again.

Third-party delivery makes this worse: with 30%-40% of the ticket in commissions (Restaurant Business, 2024)
you never build the repeat-business asset, you only pay rent. The winning channel is the one that turns first con‐
tact into a relationship: SMS with 21%-30% conversion (Constant Contact) or your own email drop the cost of
the second, third and fourth order to nearly zero. That's the real profitability lever, not the raw volume of an ex‐
pensive channel. Google captures the diner who already decided to eat out: 62% of consumers use it to find
restaurants, more than Yelp or social (Restroworks, 2024). That's why search wins on pure intent. This behavior
is accelerating: "food near me" searches grew +99% year over year (Restroworks, 2025), a signal that high-in‐
tent demand concentrates in the map and local search.

Finding 5 — Purchase intent: which channel
captures the diner who already decided to eat out?
Instagram serves a complementary role: 60% of consumers use it to discover new restaurants (Tablein,
2024) and its engagement among active users grew 28% in 2025 (Restroworks).

Diego F. Parra frames it this way for the board: Google converts existing intent, Instagram and UGC create new
intent. Confusing the two —paying discovery ads to capture someone already searching for you— is among the
most expensive budget wastes we audit. Aggressive offers are a double-edged channel: 49% of consumers
would visit a competitor for a BOGO-type deal (Capital One Shopping 2025, via Restroworks), which proves the
coupon moves traffic but also trains a disloyal diner who chases the discount. At Masterestaurant the verdict is
direct: a coupon only makes sense if the food cost of the discounted dish leaves margin under the 32% per-plate
maximum and if it captures data for repeat business. Otherwise you're buying volume that evaporates with the
neighbor's next promotion.

Finding 6 — Why can aggressive coupons and offers be a channel that burns the register?
The register math is unforgiving: with labor cost at 25%-35% of revenue (U.S.
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Bureau of Labor Statistics) and delivery commissions of 30%-40% if it comes through an app (Restaurant
Business, 2024), a discounted table with no data and no repeat visit runs at a loss. A well-used coupon is a first-
visit magnet, not a business model. The investment order I recommend in 2026 prioritizes intent and data own‐
ership over rented volume. First, an impeccable presence on Google, where 62% of consumers find restaurants
(Restroworks, 2024) and "near me" searches grow +99% year over year (Restroworks, 2025): it's the lowest
CAC by intent. Second, UGC and owned content, which convert 4x more than brand photos (Loop.fans,
2025) and outperform posts without UGC by 10x (Emplifi, 2025), with almost no variable cost. Third, retention
channels —SMS at 21%-30% conversion (Constant Contact) and email— that cheapen the second order,
remembering that retaining costs 5 to 25 times less than acquiring (Bain & Company).

Finding 7 — In what order should an owner invest a captation budget in 2026?
Third-party delivery goes last, as an operational service, not a captation engine, because its 30%-40%
commission (Restaurant Business, 2024) rents the diner without leaving you the data.

Customer ownership: table-filling channels leave you a datapoint (phone, email, account) that lowers the CAC of
the second order; third-party delivery rents the guest and charges 30%-40% of the ticket every time (Restaurant
Business, 2024). Provable conversion: UGC converts 4x more than the brand photo (Loop.fans, 2025) and UGC
posts beat non-UGC posts by 10x (Emplifi, 2025); cold ad spend competes against a US$30.27 cost per lead
(WordStream, 2025). Retention economics: acquiring costs 5 to 25 times more than retaining (Bain &
Company); a channel that doesn't feed repeat visits multiplies effective CAC every slow season. Purchase in‐
tent: Google captures the guest who already decided to eat out — 62% use it to find restaurants (Restroworks,
2024); the BOGO coupon attracts a deal hunter who 49% of the time would switch to a competitor for another
promo (Capital One Shopping, 2025).

P O I N T  B Y  P O I N T

Channel that compounds vs channel
that only spends: the verdict by criterion

EFFECTIVE COST PER GUEST

A ·  C H A N N E L S  T H AT  F I L L TA B L E S  ( L O W
C A C  /  H I G H  R E P E AT )

Owned channels (Google + base): near-$0
marginal cost after initial setup

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Third-party

delivery: 30%-40% of the order in
commissions (Restaurant Business 2024)

Verdict: Owned channels win: the same guest costs less each time they return through an owned
channel.
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PROVEN CONVERSION

A ·  C H A N N E L S  T H AT  F I L L TA B L E S  ( L O W
C A C  /  H I G H  R E P E AT )

UGC: 4x vs brand photo (Loop.fans 2025);
UGC posts 10x (Emplifi 2025)

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

US$30.27 per lead with no funnel
(WordStream 2025)

Verdict: UGC wins on cost-to-conversion; cold ads only work with a repeat funnel behind them.

EFFECT ON REPEAT VISITS

A ·  C H A N N E L S  T H AT  F I L L TA B L E S  ( L O W
C A C  /  H I G H  R E P E AT )

SMS/email to base: 21%-30% conversion
(Constant Contact 2024)

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

49% switch to a competitor for another
offer (Capital One Shopping 2025)

Verdict: Owned base wins: it builds LTV; the aggressive coupon buys volume without loyalty.

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

Channels that fill tables L O W  C A C  ·  H I G H  R E P E AT

Google (local SEO + listing): 62% of discovery (Restroworks 2024)✕

User-generated content (UGC): 4x conversion (Loop.fans 2025)✕

SMS/email to owned base: 21%-30% conversion (Constant Contact 2024)✕

Instagram for discovery: 60% look for new restaurants (Tablein 2024)✕
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Channels that burn budget M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T

Third-party delivery: 30%-40% effective cost of the order (Restaurant Business 2024)✓

Cold Google Ads with no funnel: US$30.27 per lead (WordStream 2025)✓

Poorly targeted BOGO coupons: 49% switch to a competitor for the offer (Capital One Shopping 2025)✓

Brand posts without UGC: up to 10x less conversion (Emplifi 2025)✓

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

Side-by-side comparison

CHANNELS THAT FILL TABLES

(LOW CAC / HIGH REPEAT)

CHANNELS THAT BURN BUDGET

(HIGH EFFECTIVE COST)

Discovery (source of the
guest)

✕ Google: 62% of consumers find
restaurants there (Restroworks
2024)

✓ Third-party delivery: rented visibility,
no customer ownership

Effective cost per transaction ✕ SEO/organic and owned base:
near-$0 marginal cost after setup

✓ 30%-40% of the order in commissions
and fees (Restaurant Business 2024)

Cost per lead / acquisition ✕ UGC and word of mouth: 4x
conversion vs brand photo
(Loop.fans 2025)

✓ Google Ads food: US$30.27 per lead
(WordStream 2025)

Channel conversion ✕ SMS to owned base: 21%-30%
conversion (Constant Contact 2024)

✓ Posts without UGC: up to 10x less
conversion (Emplifi 2025)

Retention economics ✕ Retain: 5-7x cheaper than
acquire (Invesp)

✓ Acquire new: 5 to 25x more expensive
than retain (Bain & Company)

Effect on guest LTV ✕ Instagram discovery: 60% look
for new restaurants there (Tablein
2024)

✓ BOGO coupon: 49% would switch to a
competitor for the offer (Capital One
Shopping 2025)

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

The 2026 scorecard in numbers (each figure, its source)

62%
of consumers find restaurants via
Google (more than Yelp or social)
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V ISUAL I ZAT ION

The numbers, visualized

40%
ceiling of the effective cost of third-party

delivery per order (commissions + fees)

30.27 USD
Google Ads cost per lead in restaurants and food

4 x
more conversion from user
content (UGC) vs brand photos

30%
ceiling of average SMS marketing
conversion to an owned base

25 x
ceiling of how much more expensive acquiring
a new customer is than retaining one
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of consumers find restaurants via Google (more than Yelp or social)

62%

ceiling of the effective cost of third-party delivery per order (commissions + fees)

40%

Google Ads cost per lead in restaurants and food

30.27USD

more conversion from user content (UGC) vs brand photos

4x

ceiling of average SMS marketing conversion to an owned base

30%

ceiling of how much more expensive acquiring a new customer is than retaining one

25x

Sources: Restroworks 2024 · Restaurant Business 2024 · WordStream 2025 · Loop.fans 2025 · Constant Contact
2024

Chart by masterestaurant.com

R E A L  C A S E

“A three-location steakhouse came to me spending 70% of its marketing on third-party delivery; it billed a
lot and kept nothing. We rebuilt the funnel: we moved budget to the Google listing and to capturing email on
every order, and set up an SMS cycle to the base. In two quarters delivery dropped from 70% to 40% of the
mix, effective CAC fell because the second order now came through an owned channel, and contribution
margin per ticket recovered eight points. Volume didn't change; profitability, entirely.”

— Case synthesis — read by Diego F. Parra, Masterestaurant (2026)

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

How to place yourself: reading your own acquisition barometer

1 1. Compute real CAC per channel
Divide each channel's total spend (ads, commissions, time) by the new guests it brought in the
quarter. Count the third-party delivery commission as acquisition cost, not gross sales: if it
charges 30%-40% of the order (Restaurant Business, 2024), that percentage is CAC disguised
as logistics. A channel with no measured CAC can't be compared.
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2 2. Cross CAC against LTV and repeat rate
A channel is healthy when the LTV of the guest it brings comfortably exceeds its CAC.
Remember retention costs 5-7 times less than acquisition (Invesp): prioritize channels that leave
an owned datapoint (Google + email capture, SMS to base) because they lower the second
order's CAC. Discard volume that doesn't come back.

3 3. Reallocate toward intent, not impressions
Move budget to where the guest already decided to eat: Google, where 62% discover
restaurants (Restroworks, 2024), and UGC, which converts 4x more than the brand photo
(Loop.fans, 2025). Cut the cold ad spend competing against a US$30.27 cost per lead
(WordStream, 2025) with no repeat funnel behind it.

4 4. Install a retention cycle before scaling
Before raising acquisition spend, build the repeat engine: SMS/email to the owned base
(21%-30% conversion, Constant Contact, 2024) and a program that reactivates the guest.
Scaling acquisition without retention multiplies CAC. Use the Masterestaurant framework to
model the channel's break-even before investing.

FA Q

Frequently asked questions on restaurant acquisition 2026

Does third-party delivery always burn budget?

Not always, but its effective cost of 30%-40% of the order (Restaurant Business, 2024) rarely leaves contribution
margin when it competes against your food cost. Use it as a controlled discovery channel, not the core of the
business, and capture the customer datapoint to migrate repeat visits to an owned channel.

Which channel has the best unit economics in 2026?

Google combined with an owned base. 62% of consumers find restaurants via Google (Restroworks, 2024) and
the marginal cost of a guest who returns via SMS or email is near zero, at 21%-30% conversion (Constant
Contact, 2024). It wins on low CAC and high repeat, not on raw volume.

Is it worth investing in user-generated content?

Yes. UGC converts 4x more than brand photos (Loop.fans, 2025) and UGC posts beat non-UGC posts by 10x
(Emplifi, 2025). It's one of the best cost-to-conversion channels: incentivize guests to post and reuse that
material in your listings and social feeds.
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Why can aggressive coupons hurt the business?

Because they attract low-loyalty deal hunters: 49% of consumers would switch to a competitor for a BOGO offer
(Capital One Shopping, 2025). A discount lifts short-term volume but lowers guest LTV and erodes contribution
margin if it isn't tied to a repeat-visit mechanism.

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

Consumidores que visitarían a un competidor
por una oferta BOGO

49%
Capital One Shopping 2025 (vía Restroworks) —
Restaurant Coupon Statistics

Ahorro anual promedio de un restaurante
con menús QR

US$3.600
QR Code — QR Code Statistics for Restaurant
Usage 2025

Estadounidenses que escanearon un código
QR en 2025

más de 89
millones

QR Code — QR Code Statistics for Restaurant
Usage 2025

Comensales que investigan en redes dónde
comer

41% (2025) TouchBistro Diner Trends 2025 (vía Tablein)

Gen Z que decide dónde comer por redes
sociales

67% (2025) TouchBistro Diner Trends 2025 (vía Tablein)

Gen Z que lee reseñas de restaurantes en
Instagram

55% (2025) TouchBistro Diner Trends 2025 (vía Tablein)
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