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Technology Use 
During the Meal

In 2015 and 2017  we conducted surveys in the UK, as well as the US and  
Germany, to get consumers’ honest thoughts and input on what they want from tech  
during the dining experience. 

The good news: over 1,100 diners across the UK have told us exactly what they like and dislike 
about technology use during their dining experience. 

This information gave us a look at the customer perspective. In order to get the full picture of 
how tech is impacting restaurants, we caught up with André Mannini, Operations Director of M 
Restaurants and Alastair Keeble, Director of Digital Marketing of Hakkasan Group.       

André and  Alastair will give us an insight into how operators are using tech to enhance guests’ 
dining experience and streamline their business. Through this guide, you will be able to make 
informed decisions which can directly impact your restaurant’s bottom line.



TECHNOLOGY AND DINING OUT IN 2017

2

DEVICES
It’s no secret that today’s world is more mobile than ever — just look at the devices consumers 
are using. A vast majority of respondents said they own and regularly use a laptop (71%) and 
iPhone (70%), while 66% use an iPad or other tablet. Only 37% use a desktop computer.  

WHICH OF THE FOLLOWING DEVICES DO YOU OWN AND USE? 

71% 
L APTOP

70% 
IPHONE

66% 
IPAD OR  
TABLET  

COMPUTER

37% 
DESKTOP

Demographics
LOCATION
We surveyed over 1,100 diners across the UK, of all ages.    
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restaurants going out of their way to help guests take better pictures, and others who are 
looking to ban it outright,” he says. Instead he sees it as another way to attract potential diners 
to the restaurant and share their experiences. 

Whether you have a fine dining establishment or a casual restaurant - make the most of phone 
usage rise. Start thinking about setting up your social media channels and encourage guests in 
casual establishments to post food pictures on Instagram. 

You might even have a library of food images ready to be used by food bloggers and guests 
alike - after all, social media posts equals free publicity for your business.
 
Social media takes one of the oldest, most natural of advertising methods, and runs it through a 
new medium. ‘Word-of-mouth has always been one of the most valuable forms of endorsement 
for a business,’ says Katy Riddle, founder and director of Market Fresh Communications. ‘And 
with social media, word can spread even further.’ 

Mobile Phone Usage 
at the Dinner Table –  
A Blessing or a Curse? 

The next time you enjoy a meal in a restaurant, look around you. Depending on the restaurant, 
you are guaranteed to see anywhere from a few to a ton of people with their heads buried in 
their phones. So, are phones at the table still taboo or is this behaviour socially acceptable now? 
There is a correlation between the formality of the setting and the frequency of phone usage, 
with guests using their phones more often at casual restaurants. Interestingly though, even in 
fine dining establishments, phone usage during the meal appears to be on the rise; however 
that is only for responders who are dining alone vs dining with others. 

“Phones are now an integral part of the dining experience,” says André Mannini, operations 
director for M Restaurants. M Restaurants operates several fine dining concepts across London 
and André finds that guests are just as comfortable pulling out their phones in a more upscale 
atmosphere. “If a guest doesn’t know what something is, they can just Google it.” 

When guests are dining at Hakkasan in London, they might use their phones to make 
Snapchat videos or post photos to Instagram, says Alastair Keeble director of digital marketing 
for Hakkasan Group. “How diners ‘should’ or ‘shouldn’t’ be using technology, particularly 
photographing/Instagramming food,  has been a hot topic in the press of late, with some 
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STARING AT YOUR SCREEN WHILST DINING – 
IS IT SOCIALLY ACCEPTABLE?
When looking at the 2017 UK survey results, 49% of diners eating alone state to ‘rarely’ or ‘never’ 
interact with their phone at a fine dining establishment. In 2015, 66% of respondents claimed 
to ‘rarely’ or ‘never’ interact with their phone at a fine dining establishment. The number drops 
significantly when looking at diners claiming to stay away from using their phones whilst eating 
alone at casual restaurants (35% in 2017). In 2015, 42% of respondents claimed to ‘rarely’ or 
‘never’ interact with their phones at casual restaurants. 

HOW OFTEN DO YOU TYPICALLY INTERACT WITH YOUR PHONE DURING A MEAL AT THE 
FOLLOWING TYPES OF RESTAURANTS?

FINE DINING FULL-SERVICE 
CASUAL

LIMITED SERVICE COUNTER  
SERVICE ONLY

 WHEN DINING ALONE?

WHEN DINING WITH OTHERS?

3+ TIMES PER MEAL

ONCE OR TWICE PER MEAL

RARELY OR NEVER

FINE DINING FULL-SERVICE 
CASUAL

LIMITED SERVICE COUNTER  
SERVICE ONLY

0%

30%

70%

50%

10%

0%

30%

50%

10%
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Dining Out  
& Tech Etiquette: 

Double Standards, Anyone?
Despite these results, using your mobile phone during a meal still seems to be more socially 
acceptable now than a few years ago. A whopping 78% of responders aged 34 and under are 
totally fine with seeing other people type away on their phones during meals. However, in the 
same age group, this number drops to only 51% of diners being accepting when the tech-using 
offenders are actually sitting on their table.  

When looking at these results, it is important to note that age matters here. Only 36% of 
respondents aged 34 and under said they ‘hated it’ when their dining companions use their 
phones during a meal compared to 46% of guests aged 35 or older.

THERE IS A LINE IN THE SAND AND ITS NOT TO BE CROSSED: RESPONDENTS SAID THEY 
‘HATED IT’ WHEN THEIR DINING COMPANIONS USE THEIR PHONES DURING A MEAL.

0 50

46%

36%34 YEARS AND 

35 YEARS AND 
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You can also add a fun element to the guest experience. At M Victoria Street, Mannini and 
his team installed ‘beacons’ or tech that broadcasts information to guests’ phones via a 
downloaded app. Guests receive an alert and follow the information on a sort of digital 
scavenger hunt, Mannini says. At the end of the ‘hunt’, guests get a free drink at the bar. “It’s fun 
for guests to use and get a tour of our venue,” he adds. 

Hugh Wright – a communications guru specialising in PR for restaurants, bars, and hotels – says 
an interest in social media is a good chance to consolidate your brand’s personality. A word of 
caution, ‘Before you even set foot on social media,’ says Hugh, ‘spend time working out what 
your tone of voice is. Especially if more than one person will be managing your social media. 
Think about language – what words do we use, and what don’t we say? Do we use emojis? Do 
we abbreviate? Do we say ‘we’ or ‘I’? These may seem like small details, but it really does make 
a difference.’

Similarly, if you have any intention of avoiding potential for embarrassment, it’s worth deciding 
on what strategies not to take. ‘Avoid jumping on the back of every trend,’ says Hugh. ‘Users 
are, I think, getting very bored of the constant through-the-week clichés of “Happy Monday or 
Hump Day”, “Nearly the weekend” and “Friyay”’. 

The Question  
On Everyone’s Lips

All these results beg the question: what are people actually doing on their phones while they 
are dining?

When it comes to using phones for dining-related purposes during the meal, 18% in 2017 and 
21% in 2015 say they ‘always’ or ‘frequently’ use their phones to research and decide what to 
order.

34% say they ‘always’ or ‘frequently’ use their phone to take photos and post on social media 
in 2017 compared to only 17% in 2015. This highlights the rise and importance of social media 
within a two-year gap.

As a restaurateur, you can harness the power of this technology and make social media work for 
you. Use it to your advantage to showcase your restaurant experience. Think of it as your virtual 
business card. Invest time and money into growing your social media accounts. The more 
followers you have, the more diners are likely to make it through the doors of your restaurant. 
Pay attention to great food photography on your Instagram account and make the mouths of 
your future guests water – your efforts will pay off.
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IT’S NOT ALL ABOUT PHONE USE AT THE DINNER TABLE
Restaurants have more options than ever now when it comes to tech tools for ordering, 
reordering and paying the bill. We asked for diners’ opinions on select technologies they might 
use during their restaurant visit.

In 2017, 13% of respondents (15% in 2015) stated they had used on-table touchscreens to order 
their meals and liked it, while 32% (only 2% in 2015) have never tried this option but would like 
to. In general, these alternate uses for on-table technology seem to have strong appeal, with 
37% (35% in 2015) saying they like the idea of using a button to alert staff of any issues and 44% 
(39% in 2015) saying they like the notion of using on-table technology to reorder.

TECH USE AT THE DINNER TABLE: WHERE DOES THE APPEAL LIE?

Consumer appetite to use mobile payments in the future appears significant, with 37% saying 
they have never tried using a phone to pay at a restaurant but they like the idea.

For restaurateurs, this undoubtedly provides food for thought. Mobile payments seem to 
have the greatest adoption potential. However, the industry still remains at an early stage 
of adoption. Tech that is integrated with point of sales systems offer restaurateurs valuable 
information about their guests and sales, says Keeble. “From iPad training manuals to cloud-
based systems like Avero and Egnyte, technology enables us to streamline processes and share 
knowledge around the world at a touch of a button.” 

HAVE USED IT BEFORE 
AND LIKED IT

HAVE USED IT BEFORE 
AND FELT NEUTRAL

HAVE USED IT BEFORE 
AND DIDN’T LIKE IT

NEVER USED IT  
BUT I LIKE THE SOUND OF

NEVER USED IT,  
NOT SURE ABOUT IT

NEVER USED IT BUT DON’T 
LIKE THE SOUND OF IT

13%

8%

14%

32%

18%

15% 11%

7%
11%

37%

19%

15% 11%

4%9%

37%

20%

19%

6% 3%
6%

44%25%

16% 10% 3%
4%

37%24%

22%
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When asked what role technology could play at enhancing guests’ dining experience, 55% of 
diners believe that technology will play a ‘somewhat’ or ‘much bigger’ role when dining out at a 
casual full service restaurant, and 39% at a fine dining establishment. When looking at the exact 
age of the diners who had been interviewed, it appears that the younger the guests, the more it 
is acceptable to use technology whilst enjoying a meal.

29% of diners ‘always’ or ‘frequently’ share their restaurant visit on social media which 
highlights the fact that monitoring social media accounts can be beneficial for your business. 
We like to follow the mantra: if it is important to your diners, then it should be important to you.

WHAT HAVE WE LEARNED SO FAR? 
All in all, our survey illuminates the growing role that technology plays in powering great dining 
experiences, and calls out some compelling opportunities for restaurateurs. Here are three 
closing thoughts.

1. Above all, British diners depend on technology for restaurant discovery. Make sure you 
are in the mix. 

2. It has never been more vital to put your best digital foot forward so that your next crop 
of diners can find you, browse your menu, visualise your property, read your reviews 
and include you in their consideration set. 

3. To continue delighting your diners, keep your finger on the pulse of dining technology 
in a way that fits your concept.

*TIP 

Remember to keep a watchful eye on tables, you’re safe to skip the on-
table touchscreens, as 68% of UK guests still prefer to have a traditional 
restaurant experience, but at the same time, the interest in trying out tech 
options is on the rise.

Our survey confirms that casual-oriented restaurants may have more opportunities to 
incorporate technology, but consumers see technology as relevant even in the world of fine 
dining. Given broad diner appeal, hotter trends like mobile payments should ultimately have 
widespread application, regardless of setting.

No matter where technology takes us, there is no substitute for good old-fashioned, human-
delivered hospitality. Making your guests feel special throughout their meal is as critical as it’s 
ever been. Technology can help on the margin of course, by helping staff be more responsive 
and allowing diners to provide more input into their experience. As you consider tech 
investments, don’t skimp on training your staff to deliver the type of hospitality that will keep 
your guests coming back.

LIKED WHAT YOU’VE SEEN SO FAR? FIND OUT HOW BRITISH DINERS USE 
TECHNOLOGY BEFORE THE MEAL IN PART 1 AND AFTER THE MEAL IN PART 3 
OF OUR CONCLUSIVE STUDY. 



TECHNOLOGY AND DINING OUT IN 2017

9

GET STARTED WITH  
OPENTABLE FOR RESTAURANTS

RESTAURANT.OPENTABLE.CO.UK

CONTACT US AT
0203 311 2209

OpenTable, Inc. © 2017  
Alphabeta Building

14-18 Finsbury Square
London

EC2A 1AH
UK

About 
OpenTable

OpenTable is the world’s leading provider of online restaurant reservations, seating more than 
24 million diners per month via online bookings across more than 43,000 restaurants. Since 
inception in  1998, we have seated more than 1.4 billion diners around the world.

Our network connects restaurants and diners, helping diners discover and book the perfect 
table and helping restaurants deliver personalised hospitality to keep guests coming back.

OpenTable’s hospitality solutions enable restaurants of all shapes and sizes to manage their 
reservation books, streamline their operations, and enhance their service levels.  
For more information on how we can help you grow your restaurant business and deliver an 
extraordinary guest experience, go to restaurant.opentable.co.uk.

Check out our Open for Business blog for more tips, resources, and fresh ideas for  
running a successful restaurant. 
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