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Speed of service has always been a priority 
for QSR operators, but new wrinkles brought 
about by the COVID-19 crisis have made 
it more critical – and harder – to deliver 
consistently. Your customers want great food at 
a good value and delivered quickly, but more 
than ever they want to know that it’s safe.
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1. The new QSR paradigm
Your guests’ experience is evolving  
Many customers may not feel comfortable 
dining in any restaurant, possibly for some 
time yet. For others, delivery and drive-thru 
may be the only options available to them. 
In many cases, QSRs are the best option for 
eating out. With this in mind, they may be 
coming more frequently, and you’re certainly 
attracting new customers as well. You have 
hundreds of new opportunities each week to 
create new friends and foster loyal customers. 
Order accuracy and food made properly, 
appealingly, and quickly is now of the utmost 
importance

Your employees have new needs  
You have employees who are frightened and 
perhaps even refusing to come to work. They 
want reassurance they’ll be working in a safe 
environment. As our current situation evolves 
quickly, they may be confused by changing 
expectations for executing the customer 
experience. Most employees want to work 
hard, serve guests, and do the best they 
can. But they need guidance, coaching, and 
encouragement. .

You face new demands  
As an operator, your world is changing daily 
and the old playbook doesn’t address the 
kind of challenges you’re facing now. You’re 
probably getting frequent updates from your 
franchisor and franchisee organization, and 
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it’s your job to disseminate new information 
throughout your organization quickly, 
accurately, and completely. Drive thru 
operations must be safer, better, faster than 
ever. You need to reassure customers and 
employees that your restaurant is focused on 
their safety. And, you need to make the most 
of every transaction and turn new customers 
into regulars.

Right now, the best operators are 
transitioning out of survival mode into 
growing businesses. And one of their key 
strategies is through exceptional speed 
with service.

Read on to see how to meet and master 
these new challenges.  



1. Sales forecasting
Speed starts with being organized and 
well-stocked, so you won’t have to slow 
down service tov re-stock or, worse yet, 
run out completely. 

Sales forecasting also allows you to schedule 
correctly, with enough employees to 
handle the rush without wasting money 
on overscheduling. For the most accurate 
forecasts, follow these practices:

Create a calendar. Make this your first 
stop when preparing to forecast. Include all 
national, regional, and local events.

Stick to brand recommendations. Follow 
your brand’s assumptions and directions on 
holiday forecasting and limited-time offers.

Learn from the past. Build the forecast from 
store history and trends from previous years. 
Remember to factor in comp sales. If sales 
trend down 10%, forecast down 10% (and 
adjust from there).

Keep to a 4-7% variance of actual versus 
forecasted sales. This is the optimal range 
for executing the schedule in meeting 
customer demand and scheduling the right 
people at the right time for every task (i.e., 
meetings, training, food prep, and cleaning).
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Use reports to make smart decisions. 
When reviewing previous dayparts, use 
store-level reports from a web-based 
solution like Delaget Stats. Valuable reports 
include: productivity or sales per labor hour, 
hours variance to your labor guideline, 
labor percent, like volume locations, and 
productivity reports.

Dedicate time every week to sales 
forecasting. This isn’t something that should 
be done at the last minute or when you’re in 
a rush. Put it in your calendar productivity 
reports.

Sales forecasting is more 
volatile during a pandemic. 
All the more reason for 
above store leaders to be dialed into 
store-level forecasting and partner 
with store managers in creating 
forecasts. Don’t be locked into your 
forecast once the day has begun – 
monitor the business closely and 
adjust labor and food preparation 
needs accordingly throughout the day. 
This habit is especially important in 
uncertain times. 



2. Training for speed & quality

It’s critical to make sure your training 
program prepares team members to 
handle slow and busy days with grace 
and efficiency.

Learning the ins-and-outs of your POS system 
is one of the biggest hurdles new employees 
face when starting out. Does your new cashier 
know how to enter a Double Venti Nonfat 
Decaf Iced Vanilla Double-Shot Frappuccino 
Extra Hot with Whipped Cream into the 
register? Do you want them to try to figure it 
out in the middle of a rush? 
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By now, your brand has likely issued new cleaning and safety guidelines to 
protect employees and customers. Believe in your brand and the research 
they conducted in the creation of those guidelines, and deploy your team 
as such. Make sure every employee is following your brand’s guidelines for 
personal hygiene. 

Handwashing, using hand sanitizer, wearing gloves, and following best practices for 
changing gloves should all be no-brainers and re-emphasized daily. Even if your brand 
doesn’t mandate it, wearing hats and face masks are great practices to maximize 
hygiene and prevent the spread of germs. You may want to consider taking employee 
temperatures before the shift begins. The person handling the money should not 
handle the food or beverages.

All common employee behaviors, whether store procedures or habits that evolved 
over time, should be examined with a critical eye. For example, many brands are not 
allowing employees to bring personal items from home into the restaurant. Safety 
cannot be overstated; make sure every shift runner understands the standards and 
executes them 100%.

Here are some tips for any training program:

• Make sure your training program includes 
the nuances of your POS system. If your 
brand offers a practice mode or training 
mode, include this in training. Teach the 
cashier to navigate the keyboard before 
putting them in front of guests.

• Have trainees roleplay with experienced 
workers, so they know how to work with 
different types of customers, including 
challenging ones. 
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• Make sure new employees have the 
opportunity – and are encouraged – to ask 
questions of seasoned employees.

• In particular, training makes the most 
impact on speed of service when you are 
closest to the customer – at the register 
and in the drive-thru lane.

Optimize your register techniques

Make sure your employees are focusing on 
fluid transactions. There are only so many 
things that can happen at the register – 
the customer might ask for a beverage or 
condiments, and then is probably going to 
make a payment using cash or a credit card. 
If you manage a burrito restaurant, a good 
percentage of your customers are going to 
ask for chips and salsa when they pay – your 
cashiers should anticipate these scenarios so 
they can respond immediately. Quick access 
to drinks and condiments is a basic necessity, 
as is the ability to quickly count change. If 
your cashiers are stumbling on these steps, 
get a more experienced employee to help 
them out.

Similarly, make sure your cashiers are 
repeating orders back to customers. 

Repeating a customer’s order back to them 
can feel tedious, and many customers won’t 
even listen – they’ll just nod and say “yep” – 
but the few extra seconds it takes to repeat 
an order can save you minutes of extra work 
down the line (which can also save you from 
food waste due to incorrect orders).

Prioritize the drive-thru

You already know that a backed-up drive-thru 
is frustrating, but it may be causing more 
problems than you think. A backed-up drive-
thru can be like a gridlock downtown, with 
cars unable to clear due simply to the sheer 
amount of traffic. A long line at the drive-thru 
can cause traffic to back up into the street, 
blocking access to (and from) your restaurant, 
making things worse. Customers who see a 
backed up drive-thru might opt to park and 
come in the store to order, which can actually 
slow things down even more – after all, you 
have the same amount of employees working 
on in-store orders as you have working drive-
thru orders. Even worse, some folks will 
simply drive right past your long line and find 
their food elsewhere.

To prevent the snowball effect of a backed-
up drive-thru, make sure your employees are 
always working on drive-thru orders. 

If someone’s making an order for an in-store 
customer, someone else should be making 
food for – or handing an order to – a drive-
thru customer. Keep the drive-thru moving at 
all times.

resource: Slow down! Why 
speed isn't the only key to drive-
thru success: https://www.delaget.
com/2018/11/drive-thru-success/



3. Scheduling
Smooth scheduling has a trickle-down 
effect on the efficiency of your operation. 
And it can have a negative impact when 
it’s done poorly (you end up short-staffed, 
employees are poorly motivated, etc.). Here 
are some scheduling tips that can have a 
direct impact on speed of service.

Don’t skimp on time to open/close 
properly. Set realistic targets for the number 
of hours needed for pre-open tasks and 
post-close tasks. For reference, a typical 
restaurant should expect around 90 minutes 
to prepare the restaurant for the next 
business day.

Set up every shift for success. Productivity 
and customer experience suffer when the 
opening team has to finish the previous 
night’s closing tasks or when the evening 
shift begins with lingering tasks left for them 
by the previous shift.

Stagger the schedule. Avoid chaos and 
confusion during peak hours by staggering 
the clock in/out times for your team. As a 
best practice, you should schedule no more 
than two employees coming or going at the 
same time.

Schedule overlap time for cashiers. Allow 
them the opportunity to count their cash 
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drawer before and after their shift without 
impacting the flow of customers.

Plan for the holidays. Every year, the 
holidays prove to be a difficult time for 
scheduling employees – and for some 
restaurants, holidays can be one of the most 
lucrative times of the year!

Scheduling shouldn’t be done alone. 
Constantly gather feedback from your team 
on how the schedule is working and what 
adjustments can be made for better execution 
and a better customer experience.

Scheduling can be a game of 
the-chicken-and-the-egg. Your 
team wants to work, and you 
can create additional work 
hours by improving your speed of service. 
More staff working efficiently = more 
cars = more sales = more staff. Schedule 
to meet and even exceed your sales 
forecasts. 

The pandemic has created more demand 
for delivery options, and in many cases, 
demand is high through Uber Eats, 
Grubhub, Door Dash, Post-Mates, and 
others. These service options are often 
unpredictable, and scheduling should 
anticipate the need to fulfill these 
(typically large) orders while continuing to 
meet the service times for the drive thru 
and dining room as well as maintaining a 
positive employee experience.



4. Restaurant equipment
Missing or broken equipment can 
sabotage your best intentions when it 
comes to speed of-service

Make sure the line equipment used to hold 
and prepare food is in good repair, and that 
you have a system in place to make needed 
repairs immediately. Broken equipment can 
slow down service, so spend the time on 
proper maintenance to avoid losing valuable 
time during an in-service repair.

Beyond that tip for all equipment, headsets 
may be the equipment most directly tied to 
speed of service. The drive-thru can’t function 
without them, but they can dramatically 
improve communication and efficiency 
throughout your restaurant. 

Make sure your team has enough working 
headsets at the start of each shift and that 
the proper team members are wearing 
them. Make sure you have a backup plan if a 
headset goes down.

We recommend having the drive-thru order 
taker, cashier, manager-in-charge, and key 
line personnel use headsets to improve 
efficiency and communication. 
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resource: Check out the 
webinar "Improve speed of service: 
How an industry leader reduced 
service time by 1 minute"

https://www.delaget.com/resource/
improve-restaurants-speed-of-
service-webinar-form

Also, above-store leaders should build into 
their routine to be on a headset during 
store visits to monitor the quality of the 
transactions and guest interactions. Having 
the right people wearing working headsets 
can make sure orders are more accurate.

https://www.delaget.com/resource/improve-restaurants-speed-of-service-webinar-form
https://www.delaget.com/resource/improve-restaurants-speed-of-service-webinar-form
https://www.delaget.com/resource/improve-restaurants-speed-of-service-webinar-form


Also, make sure everyone is in their assigned 
position during peak – and especially non-
peak – times. Plan ahead and treat it like the 
next guest in the door is the start of the next 
rush and your team will be ready for revenue 
at all times.

5. Preparation for service
When your team is well-prepared for 
a rush of guests, they can focus on 
providing quality food quickly and not 
worry about the time-intensive details 
that could slow down service. 

Here are some simple ways to prepare for a 
rush of guests:

• Make sure the production line is stocked 
with food and paper items necessary to 
complete the daypart sales.

• Check to see that registers are loaded with 
change and are deployed.

• Complete food prep, wash and put away 
dishes, and clean and stock the dining 
room and restrooms.
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Take the time to write an accurate and meaningful “truck order.” Armed 
with an accurate sales forecast, make sure your team orders enough food 
and supplies to meet demand without exceeding assigned inventory levels. 
Eliminate the need to borrow product from other locations – doing so is not 
only a good business practice, it helps keep everyone safe. 

It’s important to keep your team in their assigned positions. Consider social distancing as 
prescribed by your brand. But, a key component of being “rush ready,” now more than 
ever, is having enough of the right people in the right places. Prevent “creating your own 
rushes” by keeping everyone in position and ready to serve guests and fulfill delivery 
orders coming across the POS. Adjust and follow your prep schedules, and have product 
available for the assigned timeframe.



6. Setting speed of service goals

In order to run an efficient operation, 
your team needs to know, and follow, 
set speed of service goals.

To keep your team focused, establish clear 
and concise goals for each daypart. One way 
to do this is to designate a “speed of service 
captain” who works with the manager-in-
charge to keep the team informed and to 
challenge them to improve their speed of 
service.

Of course, goal setting is only effective if you 
track the outcomes and share the results 
with your employees. Can you imagine going 
through school, at any level, and doing the 
work, without getting any feedback, seeing 
the results, or receiving a grade?

Sharing the results with your team shows 
them how their performance matters – and 
also that there is accountability, which has its 
own benefits. 
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Here are three common metrics to track:

1. Sales and comparable transactions. 
Tracking transactions and/or comparable 
transactions (against the previous year) 
could give you a different picture than simply 
measuring sales. For example, what if sales are 
up while transactions have actually gone down? 
Reasons might include menu positioning, 
marketing, prices, speed of service, and what 
your competitors are doing.

2. Speed of service. If your speed of service 
starts to slow down, ask yourself a few 
questions. Is the food good enough to be worth 
the wait? Is your speed of service resulting 
in fewer total transactions? Answering these 
questions can help you decide whether this 
slower speed of service is viable or if you need 
to speed up your operations.

Communication with your team has never been more important! Our world 
is changing every day, so it makes sense to make the most of your pre-shift 
huddles (in smaller groups), individual coaching, and employee communication 
areas. Keep your team informed on progress towards goals as well as brand updates, 
procedural changes, wins, losses, and news and information that will keep your team 
informed, clear on priorities, and well prepared.



7. Above-store leader's impact

Here are a few examples:

• Analyzing speed of service between stores 
at different points of the day.

• Identifying the most productive 
employees, who can share their 
experience between stores (more on that 
later).

• Comparing like stores to find 
commonalities.

• Contrasting non-like stores to identify 
different approaches.

• Understanding business trends, like peak 
hours or year-over-year fluctuations.

• Sharing weekly summaries with store 
managers who can use that information to 
implement store-level improvements and 
motivate their employees.

Store managers can also analyze store data 
but have limited influence on other stores. 
Administrative and executive positions have 
a more holistic view of multiple stores but 
can lack the frontline experience to effectively 
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3. Voice of the customer. You don’t want to 
increase speed of service at the expense 
of guest experience! Rather, make sure 
that your speed of service is enhancing the 
guests’ experience, rather than detracting 
from it. And running a voice of the customer 
program and carefully tracking the input can 
be very motivating. By taking this step, you’ll 
keep yourself accountable and continually 
improve your operations.

Since they have oversight over multiple restaurants while still being on the front 
lines, above-store leaders are uniquely positioned to look at data from multiple 
stores and share insights between them.
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shift runners and store managers. The in-
store leaders will still need to know the details 
about their schedules, especially when it 
comes to variance – but shifting the approvals 
to a more centralized role allows above-store 
leaders to give valuable time back to shift 
runners and store managers, who can use 
that time to focus on improving speed of 
service.

Ranking performance

You should already be making sure that the 
best team members are being recognized, 
which improves employee retention rates. 
Above-store leaders can take this a step 
further and implement competitions between 
stores, with rewards for speed and quality. 
Top performers in one store can then share 
their experience with other stores, which 
can create a snowball effect of employee 
best practices – with the best ideas in one 
store becoming common practice for all 
your stores. And perhaps most importantly, 
identifying top performers across stores is 
a great way to find potential future store 
leaders, who will continue to drive innovation 
and optimize speed of service in the future.

Consumer behavior is 
changing rapidly – sometimes 
on a weekly or even daily 
basis. Understanding when, 
where, and how your customers are 
buying from you is critical for your survival 
and growth. In addition to speed of 
service times, keep an eye on changes 
in customer satisfaction, channel sales, 
hourly sales, labor hours, and food costs. 
A performance shortfall in any of these 
areas can cause costly setback. 

One efficient way to do this is to focus on 
the outliers. Are there particular locations, 
days or dayparts that are missing the 
mark? Use your reporting tools to 
focus on achieving excellence in every 
restaurant, for every guest.

And when you do achieve that excellence, 
recognize and appreciate your team’s 
effort – make sure they know it!



Tracking – and improving – your speed of service 
performance is so easy with Delaget Coach

Learn more: www.delaget.com/coach
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http://www.delaget.com/coach

