Introduction
Information systems (IS) management is perhaps the most dynamic field in
business. Memory capacity is expanding at an extraordinary rate and new
hardware and software systems are becoming available every day. Keeping
up with the changes in this field is certainly more than any food and beverage outlet manager or owner can be expected to do, given the 60-hour (or
more) work weeks that are par for the course in the industry. This primer
is intended to give managers and owners a brief overview of the systems
available to them that will be helpful in managing the information they
need to run lean, profitable food and beverage businesses.
Once upon a time the use of information systems was only for larger,
multi-unit operations. These systems provided the large companies with a
strategic advantage that allowed them to take advantage of their capabilities
to operate more efficiently than smaller, independent restaurants. That is
no longer the case. While information systems have become commoditized
and no longer necessarily provide a business with a strategic advantage, the
lower cost and greater capabilities of today’s systems mean that operating
without them will put a restaurant at an extreme competitive disadvantage.
This primer will therefore not only survey the types of information systems
available to restaurant operators, but also explain how they can be used to
maximize profitability.

Types of Operations
The type of restaurant being run will have a significant impact on the
operation’s IS requirements. While it was once true that smaller operations
could not expect to glean the same sort of information from their information
systems as larger operations, in today’s business climate, the ability to use IS
for in-depth analysis is essential, even for smaller operations. Where larger
corporate or chain operations differ from small stand-alone restaurants is
in their need to transmit their data to a wider audience. And while cost was
once a major consideration for independent restaurants—especially startup operations—the functional ability of IS software has increased greatly
in the past few years and the advent of cloud computing (essentially renting functionality stored on someone else’s computer) has also contributed
greatly to the availability of highly functional systems for relatively little
cost. In any event, the amount of money to be saved by having functional
IS is easily greater than the cost.
Small stand-alone operations are distinguished by the fact that they are
stand-alone operations; they need not transmit sales and expense data
to any entity outside their own buildings. Like all businesses, of course,
stand-alone restaurants need to communicate with purveyors and credit
card service providers electronically, but the ability to transmit sensitive
company data is not generally a requirement for these operations. Larger,
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