
New section for the TIG Restaurant 20 Equity Index (R20). Companion analysis to the segment

performance tables above.

The 68-point spread between Casual/Full Service 5 (+38.0%) and Fast Casual/Growth 6 (−30.4%)

is the headline. The harder questions are why it happened, and whether the winners are

actually the operators deploying the self-service, digital-ordering and automation technology

the R20 was built to track.

The short answer to the second question is no — and that is the most useful finding in this

year's index.

Menu prices across the industry rose 36% from February 2020 to May 2026 (Restaurant Business),

but limited service inflated faster off the 2019 base — roughly +30% for QSR versus +25% for full

service (Restaurant Business). That erased the structural price advantage limited service had

spent forty years building. Consumers who called each segment "affordable" in 2018 split 26%

QSR / 23% fast casual / 20% casual dining; six years later the spread had collapsed to 22% / 21%

/ 20%. Technomic's Robert Byrne puts it bluntly: "That leadership role that QSR has historically had

is gone. It has eroded to the point where it's essentially meaningless."

Black Box describes fast casual as caught between QSR's "absolute lowest cost" and casual

dining's "superior full-service experience at a highly comparable price point," and notes that

touchscreen tipping raised fast casual's effective guest cost (Black Box Intelligence) — a detail worth

sitting with, since that tipping prompt is itself a piece of deployed self-service technology.

The casual-dining winners then pressed the advantage with explicit everyday-value platforms

rather than discounting. "3 for Me" ran just over 21% of total Chili's guests, Chili's per-person

spend sits $3 to $4 below competition, and AUV moved from roughly $4.5M in FY25 to **$5M**

in FY26 (Brinker Q4 FY26 call). Brinker literally ran a campaign called "Better Than Fast Food."

Fast casual entered the period at a median forward P/E near 35x against roughly 22x for sit-

down (Barron's). At that multiple, a two-to-four-point comp miss produces a twenty-to-sixty-

point drawdown. That arithmetic — not demand destruction — does most of the work in the R20

spread.

The proof is in the names that fell while executing:

Why the Divide? And Who Actually Deploys the Tech?

Part 1: Four Reasons the Market Split

1. The value gap didn't narrow. It inverted.

2. This was mostly a valuation event, not an earnings collapse.

https://restaurantbusinessonline.com/financing/restaurant-operating-expenses-have-jumped-36-6-years
https://www.restaurantbusinessonline.com/consumer-trends/fast-food-has-lost-its-reputation-cheap-meal
https://blackboxintelligence.com/blog/restaurant-industry-in-review-trends-from-april-2026/
https://www.fool.com/earnings/call-transcripts/2026/08/19/brinker-eat-q4-2026-earnings-call-transcript/
https://www.msn.com/en-us/money/economy/sit-down-restaurant-stocks-are-beating-fast-casual-in-reversal-from-covid-era/ar-AA2a8KOB


Company

R20 trailing-year

move

Actual Q2 2026 result

Dutch

Bros

−24%

Company same-shop sales +8.3%, transactions +3.4%, guidance raised (Dutch Bros

Q2)

Chipotle −23% Comps +2.2% with positive transactions +1.0%; raised comp guidance (Chipotle IR)

Starbucks in Limited Service 9

Global comps +7.9%, transactions +4.2%, fourth straight positive quarter (Starbucks

IR)

Meanwhile several casual-dining outperformers were losing traffic: Bloomin' U.S. traffic −1.9%

(Outback −2.8%), Maggiano's −5.3%, North Italia −3%. The equity divergence is far wider than

the operating divergence.

Barron's identifies the primary driver as "the growing financial pressure on younger consumers,"

citing the 18–29 cohort's serious credit-card delinquency rate and student-loan debt more than

10% past 90 days (Barron's). BCG found 32% of restaurant buyers cut spending in six months —

40% of lower-income households and 37% of Gen Z (BCG).

Wingstop's own trade-area data is the cleanest evidence anyone published. CEO Michael

Skipworth: "Digital guest visits in those [urban] trade areas and correspondingly frequency declined by

approximately 9%, while visits in higher income trade areas actually grew." (Wingstop Q2 2026 call).

Overlapping shocks hit the same households: the SNAP reduction of roughly $187 billion, about

20% (CBO), with SNAP-household Taco Bell traffic down 13% (NACS/Numerator), and 55% of 900-

plus operators reporting harm from immigration policy changes (eMarketer).

Bankrupt full-service chains closed 348 locations in a single year — TGI Fridays 134, Red

Lobster 131, Hooters 41-plus — leaving the full-service segment nearly 18% smaller than 2019

(Restaurant Business). Cheesecake opened zero CAKE units in Q2 and comped +5.8% (Cheesecake

Q2). Wingstop, by contrast, opened 102 net new units for 16% unit growth while guiding comps

down 4 to 6% (Wingstop IR).

Darden's Rick Cardenas: "consumers are figuring out that casual dining is a great value and so they're

coming to casual dining more… we think we're taking some wallet share from fast food and fast casual."

(Restaurant Business).

A note on beef, since it cuts against intuition: beef and veal CPI ran +9.4% year over year in July

2026 while chicken fell 2.7% (BLS). That was a cost headwind for the steakhouses but a value

tailwind. Cardenas on LongHorn: "it doesn't hurt that there's a high beef inflation in the market. And

so the relative value looks a little bit better." (CNBC).

3. The stressed consumer is disproportionately a limited-service consumer.

4. Casual dining's supply base shrank while limited service kept building.

https://www.investing.com/news/company-news/dutch-bros-q2-2026-slides-revenue-hits-551m-guidance-raised-93CH-4839810
https://www.investing.com/news/company-news/dutch-bros-q2-2026-slides-revenue-hits-551m-guidance-raised-93CH-4839810
https://ir.chipotle.com/2026-07-29-CHIPOTLE-RAISES-FULL-YEAR-COMPARABLE-SALES-GUIDANCE-ON-STRONG-Q2-MOMENTUM
https://investor.starbucks.com/news/financial-releases/news-details/2026/Starbucks-Reports-Q3-Fiscal-Year-2026-Results/default.aspx
https://investor.starbucks.com/news/financial-releases/news-details/2026/Starbucks-Reports-Q3-Fiscal-Year-2026-Results/default.aspx
https://www.barrons.com/articles/chipotle-shake-shack-restaurant-stocks-4fd24da1
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2026/what-diners-want-and-how-restaurants-can-win-them-back
https://www.investing.com/news/transcripts/earnings-call-transcript-wingstop-tops-q2-2026-eps-estimates-as-sales-soften-93CH-4821012
https://www.cbo.gov/system/files/2025-08/61367-SNAP.pdf
https://www.convenience.org/stay-current/news/2026/may/28/numerator-food-restriction-waivers-will-affect-one-third-of-snap-users
https://www.emarketer.com/content/hospitality-operations-fallout-immigration-crackdown
https://restaurantbusinessonline.com/financing/bankruptcies-wiped-out-lot-full-service-restaurant-locations-last-year
https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20260728584286/en/The-Cheesecake-Factory-Reports-Results-for-Second-Quarter-of-Fiscal-2026
https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20260728584286/en/The-Cheesecake-Factory-Reports-Results-for-Second-Quarter-of-Fiscal-2026
https://ir.wingstop.com/wingstop-inc-reports-fiscal-second-quarter-financial-results-4/
https://restaurantbusinessonline.com/financing/bankruptcies-wiped-out-lot-full-service-restaurant-locations-last-year
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/cpi.htm
https://www.cnbc.com/2026/07/02/beef-prices-demand-for-steak-isnt-falling.html


Three explanations that circulated all year do not hold up. GLP-1 drugs — Black Box's zip-code

study found fast casual actually capturing demand in high-adoption areas, with the only

negative confined to healthy cuisine (Black Box). California's $20 fast-food wage is real and

limited-service-specific, effective April 1, 2024 for chains of 60-plus units (CA DIR), but it

predates this window by more than a year and covers one state, while industry hourly earnings

rose 41% since 2019 for everyone. And wing cost inflation was the opposite of a Wingstop

problem — cost of sales improved to 73.3% from 75.2% on lower bone-in wing costs.

This is the question that matters to the R20's stated purpose, and the answer is uncomfortable

for anyone selling automation.

Not one of the five casual-dining outperformers has customer self-order kiosks. Not one has

kitchen robotics. What they have, universally, is a tabletop payment device — cheap, finished,

and pointed at table turns rather than labor replacement.

Company Kiosks Tabletop / handheld Kitchen automation Posture

Cheesecake

Factory

None

for

guests

None — pay by phone via CakePay;

President David Gordon in 2013: "I

doubt very much that we're going

to do tablets" (Retail Dive)

None

Deliberately low-tech;

got its first-ever

mobile app April 1,

2026 (NRN)

Brinker /

Chili's

None

Ziosk in 1,000+ of 1,100+

company Chili's; ~94% of guests

pay on the tablet, ~20M surveys a

year (Restaurant Dive)

ConnectSmart KDS at

~1,200 restaurants;

TurboChef ovens

replacing conveyors

(QSR Magazine)

"Practical tech" —

80/20 rule

Bloomin' /

Outback

None

found

Handhelds in all 691 U.S.

Outbacks; Ziosk fleet-wide by

~April 2025 with >85% paying

on device, table turns 5–7 minutes

faster (Restaurant Business, FSR)

Kitchen upgrades, no

robotics

Narrow and finished

Texas

Roadhouse

None

Roadhouse Pay on Ziosk Mini since

2022 — the devices can take

orders and the company

deliberately does not enable it

(Restaurant Business); server

handhelds still in pilot as of Q1 2026

Digital kitchen (KDS) in

all restaurants by end-

2025

Slowest adopter, best

traffic (+3.0% in Q2)

Darden

None

found

Ziosk at all ~845 Olive Gardens since

May 2015, ~80% guest usage —

servers keep entrée ordering

(Orlando Sentinel)

None found

Analytics-led; Uber

Direct first-party

delivery keeps the

customer data

(Restaurant Dive)

Two things stand out. First, every scaled deployment in this group is a payment and

throughput device, not an ordering device. Casual dining bought speed at the table and survey

volume; it did not buy order-taking automation. Texas Roadhouse is the purest expression — it

owns hardware capable of taking orders and refuses to switch the feature on.

What the evidence does not support

Part 2: Do the Outperformers Actually Deploy the Technology?

https://blackboxintelligence.com/blog/what-bbi-data-tells-us-about-how-glp-1-adoption-affects-the-restaurant-industry/
https://www.dir.ca.gov/dlse/Fast-Food-Minimum-Wage-FAQ.htm
https://www.retaildive.com/ex/mobilecommercedaily/cheesecake-factory-turns-down-in-restaurant-tablets
https://www.nrn.com/casual-dining/cheesecake-factory-launches-app
https://www.restaurantdive.com/news/chilis-ziosk-tabletop-tech-deployment-1100-restaurants/723194/
https://www.qsrmagazine.com/news/chilis-owner-brinker-international-renews-partnership-with-qsr-automations/
https://restaurantbusinessonline.com/financing/tech-kitchen-upgrades-lift-profits-outback-steakhouse
https://www.fsrmagazine.com/feature/outbacks-turnaround-will-take-time-commitment-to-quality-and-execution/
https://www.restaurantbusinessonline.com/technology/texas-roadhouse-launches-pay-table-system
https://www.orlandosentinel.com/2015/04/14/olive-garden-putting-tablets-at-all-its-tables/
https://www.restaurantdive.com/news/Oliver-Garden-test-Uber-delivery-in-2024/727466/


Second, the technology-forward operators are largely in the losing basket, and the industry's

entire ledger of 2024–26 automation retreats sits there:

Sweetgreen didn't merely slow the Infinite Kitchen. A�er capping it at half the fleet in

September 2024, it sold Spyce and certain Infinite Kitchen assets to Wonder on December

29, 2025 — reported at $186.4 million — and now licenses the technology back (NRN). The

automation thesis became a licensing agreement.

Starbucks halted Siren System deployment at under 10% of U.S. company-operated stores,

with Brian Niccol redirecting the money to labor and saying he did not need it in "all 10,000

stores" (CBS News). Rollout scope narrowed in three stages to "very targeted" stores (Reuters).

The Clover Vertica brewer, at 70% of corporate units, survived — equipment that makes

coffee lived, equipment that replaced sequence and labor did not.

Chipotle's two famous robots never reached the fleet. Autocado was pulled back from

Huntington Beach (NRN); the Hyphen Augmented Makeline remained in refinement; only

the dual-sided grill is actually rolling, at a few hundred restaurants by end-2025.

McDonald's dismantled the IBM drive-thru voice program in July 2024 a�er 100-plus U.S.

locations, and the Google-era successor ArchIQ was in five U.S. locations as of June 2026

with no announced rollout date (New York Post) — against $1.06 billion of net capitalized

so�ware on the 2025 balance sheet (SEC 10-K).

Papa John's is paying twice: a PAR POS and OPS replatform across 3,200 U.S. restaurants

through end-2027 (PAR Technology) alongside $18.4M of accelerated depreciation in FY2025

to retire the legacy stack, with $5–10M more expected by end-2026 (Papa John's IR).

Brinker's one genuine retreat was robotics, not tablets: the Bear Robotics server-robot test

at 61 Chili's was paused in 2022 (Restaurant Dive).

Two names refuse the tidy narrative. Wingstop rolled its Smart Kitchen to every domestic

restaurant in roughly ten months during 2025, runs a 71.6% digital mix, and launched Club

Wingstop nationally in June 2026 — with no retreat and no write-down (Restaurant Dive, Wingstop

IR). Its stock still fell 65%. Domino's runs over 85% of U.S. retail sales digital with 37.3 million

active Rewards users and no documented pullback (Domino's IR). It fell 25%.

Shake Shack is the sharpest test of the kiosk question specifically: kiosks in nearly all company

Shacks since end-2023, more than 75% of sales from kiosks and digital where enabled, digital

mix near 41% in Q2 2026 (QSR Magazine) — and it still has no loyalty program until late 2026.

Down 32%.

Technology did not cause the divergence, and it did not prevent it. But the deployment pattern

is a real signal, and it points somewhere specific:

1. Finished beats ambitious. Every casual-dining winner completed a narrow deployment —

691 of 691 Outbacks, 1,000 of 1,100 Chili's, all Texas Roadhouse kitchens. Every

underperformer's marquee automation program is a pilot, a pullback, or a divestiture.

The counterexamples that keep this honest

What this means for suppliers

https://www.nrn.com/fast-casual/sweetgreen-is-selling-its-automated-kitchen-technology-to-wonder-for-186-4-million
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/starbucks-jobs-hiring-baristas/
https://www.reuters.com/sustainability/starbucks-beef-up-store-staffing-go-slow-automation-rollout-2025-04-30/
https://www.nrn.com/restaurant-technology/tech-fatigue-why-some-restaurants-are-hitting-pause-on-tech-investments
https://nypost.com/2026/06/06/lifestyle/mcdonalds-testing-drive-thru-ai-upgrade-archiq-at-us-locations/
https://www.sec.gov/Archives/edgar/data/63908/000006390826000035/mcd-20251231.htm
https://partech.com/news-coverage/papa-johns-partners-with-par-technology-to-power-pos-and-ops-transformation-across-3200-u-s-restaurants/
https://ir.papajohns.com/news-events/news-releases/detail/652/papa-johns-announces-fourth-quarter-and-full-year-2025-financial-results
https://www.restaurantdive.com/news/Brinker-pauses-robotics-test/630447/
https://www.restaurantdive.com/news/wingstop-same-store-sales-decline-smart-kitchen-offset-loyalty-launch/812474/
https://ir.wingstop.com/financials/quarterly-results/
https://ir.wingstop.com/financials/quarterly-results/
https://ir.dominos.com/news-releases/news-release-details/dominosr-updates-its-iconic-industry-first-tracker-even-better
https://www.qsrmagazine.com/growth/fast-casual/why-shake-shacks-kiosks-are-going-to-be-a-game-changer/


2. Sell throughput, not headcount. The devices that stuck are justified by table turns, survey

volume and guest data, not labor elimination. Bloomin' quantified 5–7 minutes per table;

Brinker quantified 9–10 million guest profiles.

3. The labor-replacement pitch lost its 2024 champions. Niccol's reversal is the cleanest

statement of it: Starbucks removed labor expecting equipment to cover the gap, and the

assumption failed.

4. Cheap and boring is winning the capital allocation argument. Darden capitalized roughly

**$23 million** of so�ware against an FY2027 capital plan near $875 million (Darden IR).

Wendy's — the only company in the group that discloses a technology line — spent $52.4

million in 2025 on menu boards, kiosks and AI order-taking, and comped −7.0% in Q2.

For an index built to track restaurant technology, that is the year's real finding: the R20's best-

performing constituents are its least automated, and the segment carrying the industry's self-

service and automation investment is the segment the market repriced.

Every figure above is drawn from company investor relations releases, SEC filings, earnings-

call transcripts, government statistical releases, or named trade publications, each linked at the

point of use. Values that could not be confirmed from a primary or named source were

excluded rather than estimated — notably current kiosk counts for McDonald's, Wendy's and

Chipotle U.S., digital-sales mix for the casual-dining constituents, and technology-specific

capital spending for all companies except Wendy's. Segment performance figures are as of the

R20 freeze date of August 22, 2026.

Methodology note on this section

https://investor.darden.com/news/news-details/2026/Darden-Restaurants-Reports-Fiscal-2026-Fourth-Quarter-and-Full-Year-Results-Increases-Quarterly-Dividend-Authorizes-New-1-5-Billion-Share-Repurchase-Program-and-Provides-Fiscal-2027-Outlook/default.aspx

