
SCALING INNOVATION 
ACROSS LOCATIONS

FROM CONCEPT TO COMPETITIVE ADVANTAGE:



Multi-location organizations are at a turning 
point. Facing rising costs, operational 
complexity, and mounting competitive pressure, 
leaders know that technology isn’t optional—
it’s the foundation for staying profitable and 
relevant. Yet, many struggle to modernize legacy 
systems while maintaining day-to-day operations. 
In conjunction with studioID, Scale Computing 
surveyed 150 executives in multi-location 
organizations, specifically in the restaurant 
and retail sectors. We wanted to understand 
their pressures and pain points, along with 
their attitudes to the technology solutions that 
promise to solve them.

We found a business community grappling with 
pressing operational challenges in a volatile 
business environment. They are resilient and 
practical, with a solid understanding of key 
technology principles. They’re focused on 
solving immediate problems with a stable of 
technologies ranging from POS systems to AI 
and edge computing.

This report explores how these organizations 
are faring and what they’re planning as they 
prepare to embrace technology solutions in the 
immediate future while preparing for strategic 
developments in the mid- to long-term.

MULTI-LOCATION ORGANIZATIONS 
AT THE CROSSROADS
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Retail outlets and restaurants alike face multiple 
operational challenges that make technology 
a pivotal issue. Many of these hurdles revolve 
around scaling horizontally. For example, 44% of 
respondents have problems maintaining a consistent 
customer experience across multiple locations, 
while 41% struggle with rising costs due to manual 
or outdated processes, which is an issue that also 
increases with the number of locations being 
managed. The same percentage cited managing 
rapidly changing promotions and seasonal events 
as a challenge. The more locations you have, the 
tougher it gets.

Manual processes create blind spots that limit 
inventory visibility and delay critical decisions, 
especially as store counts grow. That’s why a third of 
respondents pointed to inventory management and 
stock visibility as a key pain point, although smaller 
companies struggled more with inventory visibility, 
at 35% vs 26%. A third warned that limited data 
hindered their ability to make decisions.

Technology is the solution to many of these issues, 
but deploying it is another challenge that increases 
with the number of stores. Respondents at larger 
organizations (51+ locations) complain more about 
this, at 39%, compared to 29% of smaller players (20-
50 locations).

The Business Challenges Facing 
Retailers and Restaurants
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While scalability is an issue for both retailers  
and restaurants, specific challenges affect  
each differently.

Retailers struggle more with promotional 
management, with 44% citing it as an issue 
compared to 33% of restaurants. Retail 
promotional complexity creates more operational 
chaos for stores.

Retailers also face more system uptime challenges, 
at 26% vs 15% of restaurants. This makes sense, 
given that retailers are often so worried about 
downtime that they freeze IT updates around the 
holiday season.

Conversely, restaurants report more data availability 
issues, at 40% vs 31% retailers. They find themselves 
making critical decisions with less data than their 
retail counterparts. They also cite more transaction 
processing problems; 30% of restaurants consider 
this an issue, compared to 22% of retailers.

 

The challenges facing retail and restaurant operators 
extend beyond the operational to impact their 
longer-term strategic capabilities. Nearly half (49%) 
of multi-location organizations struggle to balance 
efficiency and customer experience.

Achieving this balance is more of a focus for larger 
organizations, at 54% vs 46%. Operational efficiency is 
a requirement for customer experience, especially as 
store count increases. Otherwise, varying efficiency 
at different outlets will impact CX consistency.

 

 

 
Increased competition from new market entrants 
or digital-first businesses comes a close second, at 
47%, as organizations with digital-native operations 
threaten incumbents. At 54%, smaller organizations 
worry more about this than the 35% of larger chains, 
perhaps due to budgetary concerns.

How Challenges Vary With 
Sector and Size

Strategic Challenges

Balancing operational efficiency with 
customer experience investments

49%

Increased competition from new market 
entrants or digital-first businesses

47%

IT EXECUTIVES REPORT THAT THEIR 
ORGANIZATIONS’ BIGGEST STRATEGIC 
CHALLENGES ARE:

Talent shortage in key business roles

41%

Economic business conditions

39%

Scaling locations efficiently

29%

Regulatory compliance

24%

4



They might be contending with more immediate 
business pressures, but retailers and restaurants 
alike still understand the importance of digital 
transformation. Almost all (98%) embrace the  
idea of investing in emerging technologies for 
competitive advantage, with two-thirds in strong 
agreement. 97% see digital transformation as a 
leadership priority.

A comforting statistic was the large number 
(96%) who agree that digital transformation is a 
continuous cycle of improvement, rather than a 
project with an end date. Almost six in ten agreed 
strongly with this sentiment, showing a mature 
understanding of the issue. When respondents 
were asked how they see their organizations’ 
technology evolving over the next 3-5 years, one IT 
executive said, “We have great expectations that 
digital transformation will enable our company 
to stay ahead of our competition. Our budgeting 
has continually been increased so we can improve 
customer experience, information gathering, all 
security areas, marketing, product introduction,  
and control.”

Most organizations (93%) want a culture of 
innovation and experimentation as a foundation for 
these advancements. Retailers are more enthusiastic 
about this than restaurants, at 97% compared to 
83%, and smaller operators are more committed than 
larger companies, at 98% vs 86%.

Restaurants and retailers also understand the 
importance of a joined-up approach to digital 
transformation, with 93% committed to employee 
training for new digital tools.

It’s also good to see multi-location operators 
focusing on areas of digital transformation that 
make the most sense. Just over four in five (82%) 
want to adopt technology only when necessary 
for specific challenges, with the same number 
wanting to wait for industry trends to mature before 
adopting. This reflects a practical approach to digital 
adoption from organizations that often operate on 
low margins and face multiple operational challenges.

Most organizations want a culture of 
innovation and experimentation as a 
foundation for advancements.

93%

of retailers
97%

of restaurants
83%

of small organizations
98%

of large organizations
86%

Attitudes Towards  
Digital Transformation
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With this practicality in mind, what are  
restaurants and retailers hoping to invest in?  
Rule #1: Operational value is key.

Multi-location organizations prioritize technologies 
that deliver immediate business impact over those 
that promise future transformation. They want to 
see proof of that impact in hard numbers. Measuring 
ROI on digital transformation initiatives is not easy, 
though; almost a third of respondents cited it as a 
technology implementation challenge.

There are also signs proving that ROI gets harder 
as investments increase. Larger operators struggle 
more with ROI measurement, at 48% vs 23% of 
smaller organizations. This shows how mapping 
results to specific technology investments becomes 
more difficult with scale.

How do multi-location operators plan their 
technology investments? Our respondents surfaced 
some instructive trends:

The Business Challenges Facing 
Retailers and Restaurants

6



A full 72% of successful multi-location 
organizations take a hybrid approach that 
marries cloud and on-premises technology 
solutions, with only one in four relying on cloud 
alone, and practically no one (just 3%) doing it 
entirely on their own premises.

 

Hybrid IT was especially important among 
retailers, 75% of which took this approach vs 
60% of restaurants. This might demonstrate 
more maturity among retailers than restaurants 
when it comes to distributed processing.

Smaller organizations also favor hybrid more 
heavily, at 79% vs 57% of larger companies. 
Hybrid approaches allow organizations to 
optimize costs while maintaining control over 
their data.

Hybrid Infrastructure Rules

More than seven out of ten retail 
IT executives (72%) report that the 
technology infrastructure that their 
organizations use is a hybrid approach 
(both cloud-based and on-site):

72%

are using cloud-based 
solutions only

25%
are using on-site 
servers only

3%
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Reflecting the focus on practicality, the focus  
has been on POS investments, as this is the  
linchpin technology for multi-location organizations.  
Two-thirds of respondents have invested in  
cloud-based POS systems.

The same number have invested in mobile POS 
for handheld transactions. This lets their staff get 
closer to customers, especially for restaurants that 
take orders directly at the table, and it also reduces 
checkout friction for retailers. This technology is 
more predominant among larger organizations, at 
76% vs 63% of smaller ones. Scale justifies mobility 
investments that smaller operations can’t afford.

That statistic is reversed when looking at mobile 
ordering apps. These also feature highly, with 55% 
of organizaitons investing in them, but they’re more 
popular among smaller operators at 59% vs 48%  
of larger ones.

 
 

Threats such as identity theft and gift card fraud 
have made fraud detection a business necessity, not 
an option. This has led 50% of respondents to invest 
in this technology.

 

Mid-tier tech is more sophisticated tech that offers 
a competitive advantage but isn’t yet considered 
essential. Some of this is gaining traction as its 
efficiency gains make it easier to justify.

IoT tech is an example. It doesn’t take long to 
recover costs on a device that monitors refrigerator 
temperature and reminds staff to shut the door, 
avoiding spoilage of expensive food. Sensors for 
product quality and safety are a popular purchase,  
at 49%.

Another increasingly popular use case is AI-driven 
demand forecasting. Almost half of all respondents 
have invested in this as they recognize the value of 
predictive analytics.

The same number of organizations have also 
embraced online ordering and delivery integration,  
at 48%. A post-pandemic world has changed the way 
we think about interactions with retailers  
and restaurants.

POS Investments Deliver 
Immediate Value

Fraud Detection Software is a 
Necessity for Many

Mid-tier Technologies Show 
Strong Adoption
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Cloud-based POS
67%

Mobile POS (mPOS) for handheld transactions 
67%

TECHNOLOGIES THAT RETAILERS CURRENTLY USE OR PLAN TO USE:

Mobile ordering apps
55%

Sensors for product quality/safety 
49%

AI-driven demand forecasting
48%

Online ordering and delivery integration
48%

Automated checkout
47%

Customer loyalty programs and CRM
47%

Employee scheduling software
47%

AI-driven labor optimization
46%

Digital displays and kiosks
46%

Automated inventory tracking systems
44%

Buy Now, Pay Later (BNLP) service
43%

AI-powered personalized recommendations
41%

AI-powered surveillance and facial recognition
41%

Smart alarm systems and access control
41%

HR and payroll management systems 
37%

AI-powered customer service chatbots 
34%

Smart shelves and electronic price tags
34%

Warehouse management software
31%

Self-checkout kiosks
27%

Electronic article surveillance (EAS) 
25%

Contactless payments (Apple Pay, Google Pay)
45%

Location-based push notifications 
23%

AI-driven customer analytics
44%

Cryptocurrency payment options 
19%
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The “great resignation” left many multi-location 
organizations struggling for staff, and recent 
crackdowns on migrants are unlikely to help 
things. Organizations are turning to labor-saving 
technologies to help bridge the skills shortage 
they’re facing.

Automated checkout systems are the most 
popular buy here, at 47%. This is also a 
good example of technology that straddles 
operational efficiency and CX. As one 
respondent put it, “I expect that we will be all-in 
AI-wise. I’m hopeful that we will have a full-
service kiosk upon entering the stores where you 
can place your order and wait for your name to 
be called versus having to go up to the counter.”

Currently, retailers lead in adoption of AI-driven 
labor optimization technology, at 51% vs 38%  
of restaurants. 

 

Customer loyalty programs, backed by  
customer relationship management software, is 
popular among multi-location organizations at 
47%. Larger organizations lead here, with 57% 
of them investing in this technology vs 42% of 
smaller companies.

Restaurants also prefer AI-powered customer 
service chatbots, at 43% vs 30% of retailers.

Labor-Saving Technology 
is Popular

Engagement and 
Marketing Technology
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Mobile POS (mPOS) for 
handheld transactions 63%

Customer loyalty 
programs and CRM 42%

MORE LARGER COMPANIES THAN SMALLER COMPANIES CURRENTLY USE OR PLAN TO USE 
THE FOLLOWING TECHNOLOGIES: 

AI-driven demand 
forecasting 44%

Electronic article 
surveillance 21%

Cryptocurrency 
payment options 14%

Unified in-store/online 
customer profiles 16%

76%

57%

56%

33%

28%

24%

Mobile ordering apps 59%
Online ordering and 
delivery integration 53%

MORE SMALLER COMPANIES THAN LARGER COMPANIES CURRENTLY USE OR PLAN TO USE 
THE FOLLOWING TECHNOLOGIES:

Automated checkout 52%
Digital displays  

and kiosks 51%
Employee  

scheduling software 51%
Buy Now, Pay Later 

(BNPL) service 50%

48%

39%

37%

37%

39%

30%
AI-powered surveillance 
and facial recognition 44%

Smart shelves and 
electronic price tags 40%

35%

24%

Large companies Small companies

Large companies Small companies
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One thing is clear from the statistics: 95% of  
those surveyed report increased spending to  
meet increased customer expectations, so multi-
location operators have no problem investing 
in technology where it makes sense. Half (52%) 
increased it significantly. Keeping up with evolving 
customer expectations is a major tech challenge,  
at 33%, so the need to address it with technology  
is unsurprising.

Organizations are also clear on their priorities, with 
security topping the list at 38%. This correlates  
with cybersecurity’s pole position among  
technology challenges.

A focus on automation and process optimization, 
at 37%, reflect the drive for efficiency among 
respondents. In an economy rocked by inflation 
and now tariffs, working capital is threatened and 
every dollar has a job. However, we saw a marked 
difference in how restaurants and retailers viewed 
this. Restaurants, stressed by labor shortages, 
prioritize automation more than retailers at  
48% vs 32%.

At 33%, a slightly smaller number overall prioritize 
customer experience and digital engagement tools, 
again showing an overall balance between CX and 
efficiency investment. However, details are once 
again sector-specific. Retailers focus more on 
customer experience tools than restaurants, at  
36% vs 20%.

Cybersecurity and data protection
38%

Automation and process optimization

37%

IT EXECUTIVES’ TOP PRIORITIES FOR 
TECHNOLOGICAL INVESTMENTS OVER 
THE NEXT TWO YEARS

AI capabilities
36%

Cloud infrastructure and services
36%

Customer experience and digital 
engagement tools

33%

Data analytics and business intelligence
33%

Upgrading or replacing legacy systems digital 
engagement tools

29%

Technology standardization
29%

Technology Spending is On The Rise
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Restaurants and retailers might see technology’s 
benefits, but a lack of confidence is a barrier to 
adoption. Even those investing heavily in technology 
struggle to feel advanced in any area, with fewer 
than half of organizations considering themselves 
very advanced in specific areas of technology 
implementation compared to the rest of the industry.

Smaller operators are more confident than larger 
ones across most areas, possibly because their 
technology needs are less complex. The confidence 
gap is especially large in cybersecurity, where 50% of 
smaller respondents felt confident compared to 31% 
of larger companies.

Companies are most confident in their edge 
computing capabilities overall, although even so 
only 47% rate themselves “very advanced” in this 
area. Smaller organizations rate themselves as 
very advanced in this area at 51% vs 41%, possibly 
because simpler operations make advanced 
implementation easier for them.

AI and automation come in second to cybersecurity, 
with 43% rating themselves as advanced. Despite 
all the AI hype, most companies feel they’re still 
learning how to implement it effectively. Data 
analytics and mobile applications come a close third. 
Retailers rate themselves higher in data analytics 
than restaurants, at 47% vs 35%.

One in five respondents cite a basic adoption of 
point-of-sale technology, suggesting that they 
are doing the minimum with a well-established 
technology but aren’t innovating as much with it.

But more restaurants (50%) than retailers  
(38%) believe that they are very advanced in  
point-of-sale systems.

A Deep Dive on the Technology 
Adoption Scorecard

Data analytics:

MORE RETAILERS THAN RESTAURANTS 
BELIEVE THAT THEY ARE VERY 
ADVANCED IN THE FOLLOWING AREAS:

AI and 
automation:

Mobile 
applications:

Networking:

Cloud 
integration:

47% 35%

46% 38%

46% 33%

42% 33%

vs.

vs.

vs.

vs.

42% 28%vs.

Retailers Restaurants

Challenges and Weaknesses in 
Technology Adoption
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AI has captured the business world’s imagination, 
and there’s a near-universal recognition of 
its importance for future success, with 95% 
of respondents having now moved past “if” 
discussions to consider “how.” The same  
number consider AI extremely or very important, 
with no significant differences by sector or 
company size.

Those not already using AI are in the minority, 
at 17%, putting them on the back foot 
competitively speaking among similar multi-
location organizations. Larger organizations 
show higher non-adoption rates, possibly due to 
bureaucracy and complexity.

Companies adopting AI are prioritizing practical, 
results-driven applications. Customer service 
tops the list, with 58% leveraging AI in this area—
especially restaurants, where adoption outpaces 
retail 70% to 53%.

The use of AI for cybersecurity and fraud 
prevention is nearly as high, at 55%, showing 
how much of a problem these issues are for 
multi-location businesses. As one respondent 
said, “Cybersecurity advancements will be 
critical, with stronger protocols and AI-driven 
threat detection to protect sensitive data and 
ensure compliance.”

Other AI use cases gaining momentum include 
appliance automation and IoT (51%), real-time 
analytics (49%), and inventory and supply chain 
optimization—critical areas for multi-location 
organizations facing operational complexity.

Organizations Are Focused 
on AI, But Only Where it 
Makes Sense
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While it’s good to be practical and focus on fixing 
today’s problems with technology, respondents are 
in danger of neglecting long-term strategic planning. 
Just 29% are focusing on technology standardization, 
as piecemeal investment still reigns. The same 
number are investing in upgrading or replacing legacy 
systems, instead preferring to integrate with them as 
best they can.

Integration is also challenging for a third of 
respondents overall but especially for restaurants, 
at 40%, possibly because kitchen operations 

and hospitality workflows create more complex 
integration challenges. Smaller organizations face 
greater integration challenges than larger ones, at 
38% vs 26%.

Organizations must find a way to carry those 
systems that they’re not upgrading while reducing 
cost, especially as Windows 10 reaches its end of life  
in October 2025. Virtualization will be a big asset 
here, as it enables them to containerize and manage 
that legacy software without worrying about 
hardware issues.

Organizations Aren’t Treating 
Tech Strategically
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One encouraging sign for edge computing is that it’s 
widely understood—95% of organizations are at least 
very familiar with the concept—and valued, with 91% 
considering it important. Notably, no respondents 
rated it as unimportant.

However, there’s a paradox: only 55% have adopted 
edge models, with another 26% in the pilot stage 
and 17% with it on their to-do list. Knowing you 
need real-time processing doesn’t solve the practical 
challenges of implementing it.

More retailers are using edge computing 
commercially today, at 59% vs 45% for restaurants. 
Almost double the number of restaurants are in the 
pilot stage compared to retailers though, at 40% to 
22%, suggesting a game of catch-up is afoot.

Smaller organizations are more likely to be using 
edge computing commercially, at 58% vs 48%. This 
could stem from agility advantages among smaller 
organizations that help them move more quickly 
from pilot to production.

THE IT EXECUTIVES WHOSE 
ORGANIZATIONS ARE IN THE PILOT STAGE 
FOR EDGE COMPUTING, OR PLANNING TO 
IMPLEMENT EDGE COMPUTING, REPORT 
THAT THEIR EXPECTED TIMEFRAME FOR 
ADOPTION IS:

14%

28%
37%

1 to 2 years

6 months to 2 yearsWithin 6 months

15%

6%

More than 5 years

2 to 5 years

People Get Edge Computing— 
But Aren’t Doing It
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Looking further to the future, the next three-to-five 
years will see a focus on strategic integration and  
AI projects. That’s a welcome expansion from the 
more immediate operational focuses that we’re 
seeing today.

Organizations will become more predisposed to 
advanced, innovative, and emerging technologies, 
which also include predictive analytics for decision 
making. At the root of all this is a clear interest in 
digital transformation initiatives.

We expect to see greater use of edge computing to 
support these initiatives, especially when used for 
local AI-powered in-store operational enhancements.

Multi-location operators that haven’t yet prepared 
themselves for this transformation have no time to 
waste. Getting your technology house in order now 
could still secure you a first-mover advantage.

That modernization means exploring technologies 
such as managed edge computing, integrating or 
even replacing legacy systems for more functionality, 
and pursuing operational reliability at scale through 
technologies like virtualization.

Talk to Scale Computing about simplifying your 
multi-location IT, reducing risk, and setting the 
foundation for secure, scalable growth.

CONCLUSION:

Preparing for an Innovative 
Technology Future
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Scale Computing is the industry’s largest edge-first 
platform company, uniquely positioned to power the AI-
driven future of distributed enterprises. Providing edge 
computing, managed network security, re-virtualization 
and hyperconverged solutions, Scale Computing delivers an 
integrated infrastructure that adapts and scales from one to 
50,000 locations. Thousands of organizations around the world 
rely on Scale Computing to power critical applications with 
unparalleled ease. Learn more at www.scalecomputing.com.

Learn more

http://www.scalecomputing.com
https://www.scalecomputing.com/

