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EXECUTIVE
SUMMARY

The U.S. restaurant industry has moved past pandemic recovery and into a new phase defined by fractured consumer
demands. The monolithic approach to service is obsolete. While technology has become the operational backbone for
the industry, consumer acceptance of that technology varies wildly by age.

By the end of 2025, the U.S. restaurant industry was well on track to reach the projected $1.5 trillion in annual sales,
driven by a "value reset"” where consumers prioritize experiences over pure pricing (Restaurant Accounting Services,
2025). However, this growth is non-linear across demographics. While 67% of Gen Z and 64% of Millennials now view
takeout as a lifestyle essential, older generations are returning to dining rooms with a heightened demand for
"SuperHuman Hospitality” - the seamless blend of Al-driven efficiency and traditional human touch (SevenRooms,
2025).

This report analyzes the distinct dining behaviors of Gen Z, Millennials, Gen X and Boomers in 2026. Drawing on data
from leading industry analysts, we provide actionable insights for operators to tailor their tech stacks, service models
and menus to maximize capture rate across diverse demographics. The key takeaway for 2026 is "intentional friction":
knowing exactly when to deploy automation for speed (Gen Z) and when to inject human interaction for connection
(Boomers).

O " MACRO TRENDS
THE 2026 BASELINE

The defining characteristic of 2026 is intentionality. Following years of inflation, "value” no longer means "cheap.”

o Experience over price: 64% of full-service and 47% of limited-service customers now rank their dining experience as
more important than the price of the meal (National Restaurant Association, 2025).

o Al normalization: 57% of all diners are now comfortable with restaurants using Al for discovery and service (Toast,
2026).

* The snacking shift: "Snackification” has officially disrupted traditional meal times, with 64% of adults reporting they
regularly substitute full meals with snacks, a trend led primarily by Gen Z and "middle-aged” Millennials
(Datassential, 2025).

The concept of “value” takes on different meanings for different generations. For younger cohorts, value is defined by
time saved and personalization received via technology. For older cohorts, value is defined by service consistency and
portion integrity.


https://www.restaurant-accounting.com/a-look-at-the-restaurant-industry-in-2025-so-far/
https://www.restaurant-accounting.com/a-look-at-the-restaurant-industry-in-2025-so-far/
https://sevenrooms.com/press/2025-US-data-report/
https://sevenrooms.com/press/2025-US-data-report/
https://restaurant.org/research-and-media/research/research-reports/state-of-the-industry/
https://pos.toasttab.com/blog/data/restaurant-trends
https://pos.toasttab.com/blog/data/restaurant-trends
https://datassential.com/resource/2025-midyear-food-beverage-trends-pr/

LOW TECH TOUCH

MILLENNIALS
(1981-1996)

Vibe, Social, Loyalty Perks.
Uses Apps for Rewards & Reservations.
Values Atmosphere & ‘Eatertainment’.

Human Service, Consistency, Comfort.
Prefers Physical Menus, Verbal Interaction.
Values Staff Attentiveness & Quality.

THE 2026 VALUE MATRIX:

GENERATIONAL DINING PRIORITIES

EXPERIENCE FOCUS

GEN Z
(1997-2012)
Frictionless, Speed, Customization.

Prefers Kiosks, Al Ordering, Mobile Payments.
Values Time & Accuracy.

HIGH TECH TOUCH

GEN X
(1965-1980)

Tech-Tolerant, Balanced, Pragmatic.
Uses Tech for Booking, Human for Service.
Values Efficiency & Personal Connection

CONVENIENCE FOCUS

O 2 GEN Z
THE "SOCIAL-FIRST" DIGITAL NATIVES

Gen Z (born between 1997 and 2012), is now a dominant economic force in the dining sector. Having grown up with

on-demand services, their baseline expectation is friction-free commerce. In 2026, their dining habits are driven by two

main factors: digital integration and "snackification.”

1. DISCOVERY THROUGH "GEO" (GENERATIVE ENGINE OPTIMIZATION)

Gen Z has largely moved away from traditional search engines. 69% of Gen Z discover new restaurants primarily through

social media, yet only 11% now trust influencer recommendations, favoring organic peer reviews and Al-curated
suggestions instead (SevenRooms, 2025).

2. FRICTIONLESS OPERATIONS

This cohort views social friction as a deterrent. They are the primary drivers of the kiosk and QR-code revolution. Data

indicates they prefer self-service models not for lack of social skills, but for customization accuracy.
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Source: Based on aggregated industry trend data from Toast, NRA.


https://sevenrooms.com/press/2025-US-data-report/

3. CULINARY PREFERENCES: THE "SMALL PLATE RENAISSANCE"

Gen Z is moving away from traditional dayparts. They are driving the trend toward all-day snacking and smaller,
shareable plates that allow for variety and lower price points. Their dining choices are heavily influenced by social media
"virality," driving demand for visually appealing, highly customizable menu items that can be easily shared on platforms
like TikTok.

O 8 MILLENNIALS
THE LOYALTY & CONVENIENCE POWER USERS

Born between 1981 and 1996, millennials in 2026 are the busiest generation, many deep into parenting and peak career
years. They are the highest users of restaurant technology, but unlike Gen Z, their usage is driven by a desperate need
for convenience and a desire for rewards.They are the industry's "Power Spenders,” representing the largest share of
restaurant visits at 40% (Reelo, 2025).

1. LOYALTY AS A REQUIREMENT

Millennials are the generation most responsible for sustaining the high volume of off-premise dining. They are the most
likely to use restaurant apps, but they demand personalization. Most millennial diners are willing to share data in
exchange for "VIP treatment,” such as early access to events or personalized birthday promotions, rather than generic
10% discounts.

2. THE ‘CONVENIENCE VS. EXPERIENCE' PARADOX

Millennials lead the market in delivery demand, but when they do dine in, they seek "whimsical” and "experiential”
design. 86% of this cohort reports being interested in playful, non-sterile restaurant designs for special occasions
(Datassential, 2025). For this generation, dining out must be an “event”. They are drawn to "eatertainment” concepts,
chef-driven tasting menus and environments that offer a distinct "vibe" that justifies the cost of a babysitter and an
Uber.

O 4 GEN X & BOOMERS
THE HOSPITALITY TRADITIONALISTS

Often overlooked in tech discussions, Gen X and Boomers (born pre-1980) still hold significant disposable income and
are the "Human Anchor” of the industry. While tech-tolerant, their dining habits are defined by a resistance to fully
automated service and a high prioritization of consistency.

1. CONSISTENCY OVER NOVELTY

While younger generations chase viral food trends, Boomers and Gen X return to restaurants that deliver consistent
quality, recognizable menu items and comfortable seating. They are less price-sensitive than younger generations but
more value-sensitive regarding the human element of the experience.

2. TECH BOUNDARIES

Older generations have adopted technology out of necessity, not preference. They will use a reservation platform like
OpenTable or Resy, but once inside the restaurant, they desire a traditional service loop. The primary friction point for
Boomers in 2026 is the "forced" digital experience - such as QR-code-only menus in full-service environments. They

view the removal of physical menus and servers as a degradation of service quality.


https://reelo.io/blog/qsr-trends-what-our-latest-survey-reveals-for-restaurant-owners#:~:text=Gen%20Z%20(18%2D24):,Boomers%20(55+):%20Just%203.6%25
https://datassential.com/resource/2025-midyear-food-beverage-trends-pr/

THE ANATOMY OF A
BOOMER COMPLAINT IN 2026

NO PHYSICAL
MENU OFFERED
(QR CODE ONLY)

UNABLE TO FLAG
DOWN HUMAN SERVER
FOR QUESTIONS

NEGATIVE REVIEW
FOCUSED ON “POOR SERVICE"
& “COLD ATMOSPHERE"

ARRIVES AT TABLE

PHYSICAL SERVER ANSWERS POSITIVE REVIEW
MENU OFFERED QUESTIONS & PROVIDES FOCUSED ON
IMMEDIATELY “WELCOMING STAFF” EXPERIENCE “WELCOMING STAFF"

O OPERATIONAL ROAD MAP
FOR 2026

The data indicates that a one-size-fits-all operational model is destined to fail in 2026. To succeed in this fractured
environment, operators should seriously consider the following:

1. THE BIMODAL SERVICE MODEL

Operators must segment their service flow based on the guest's implied preference.

In FSR (Full Service Restaurants), staff should be trained to "read” the table. If a party is clearly Gen Z,
offer the QR code for speed. If the party is Boomer/Gen X, immediately offer physical menus and a verbal

greeting. Do not force older demographics into a digital-only funnel.

2. WEAPONIZE LOYALTY DATA FOR MILLENNIALS

Generic email blasts are dead. Millennials expect hyper-personalization.

Utilize your CRM to segment Millennial customers by ordering history. Send push notifications at their
usual ordering times (e.g., 5:30 PM on a Tuesday) highlighting their favorite items.

3. HACK THE GEN Z MENU
Your menu needs to be modular to accommodate the "snackification” trend.

Re-engineer menus to offer more appetizers, small plates and high-margin mocktails. Ensure these
items are highly visible and photographed well on digital ordering platforms (kiosks and apps).

4. THE "HUMAN ANCHOR" FOR BOOMERS

If you utilize high-tech elements like server robots or extensive kiosk ordering, you must counterbalance it with a visible
human presence for older guests.

Employ a "Dining Room Ambassador” or active manager whose sole job is to float through the dining
room, greet tables personally and assist older guests who may be struggling with the tech interface.



REFERENCES

e Circana. (March, 2025). 2025 Definitive U.S. Restaurant Rankings & Consumer Spend

o Datassential. (July, 2025). 2025 Midyear Food & Beverage Trends

o National Restaurant Association. (February, 2025). State of the Restaurant Industry 2025

® Reelo. (December, 2025). QSR Trends 2025

e Restaurant Accounting Services. (August, 2025). A Look at the Restaurant Industry 2025 So Far.
o  SevenRooms. (April, 2025). U.S. Restaurant Trends Report: The Era of SuperHuman Hospitality

e Toast. (n.d.). Restaurant Dining Trends: 57% of respondents are comfortable with restaurants using Al.

www.restauranttech.co editor@restauranttech.co


https://www.circana.com/post/circana-announces-top-50-u-s-restaurants-for-2025
https://datassential.com/resource/2025-midyear-food-beverage-trends-pr/
https://restaurant.org/research-and-media/research/research-reports/state-of-the-industry/
https://reelo.io/blog/qsr-trends-what-our-latest-survey-reveals-for-restaurant-owners#:~:text=Gen%20Z%20(18%2D24):,Boomers%20(55+):%20Just%203.6%25
https://www.restaurant-accounting.com/a-look-at-the-restaurant-industry-in-2025-so-far/
https://sevenrooms.com/press/2025-US-data-report/
https://pos.toasttab.com/blog/data/restaurant-trends

