[Intro Music]

Samantha: 
My name is Samantha Lewis here to introduce our podcast hosts today.  
Leading today's podcast is Barry Render, author of the number One Operations Management title on the market today.  He's joined by Jordan Lomas, the Senior Vice President of Information Technology at Darden Restaurants, and they'll be discussing the use of technology in the hospitality industry.

Barry: 
Thanks, Samantha, and welcome, Jordan.
We’re pleased to have you here today.  You're the Senior Vice President for IT at one of the biggest restaurant chains in the World, Darden.
So I thought just by starting off tell us about the company, how big it is and how many employees and so on so we have an image of what Darden looks like.

Jordan: 
Great.  Thank you, Barry.  Great to be here with you.
So Darden Restaurants, 2000 restaurants, 9 brands, mostly known for the Olive Garden, which is our flagship brand.  But we have others in LongHorn Steakhouse, The Capital Grille, Eddie V's and Seasons 52, among others.
We have 190,000 employees across the US and 10 1/2 billion in revenues.  So a large company, largest company owned restaurant company in the world.

Barry: 
So let's talk today about technology and the service industry and particular in the restaurant industry.
And this is a topic we cover in chapter seven of our textbook. Let's say, how do you use technology starting off in, say, forecasting and maybe employee scheduling?

Jordan: 
Yeah.  So obviously you know with 2000 restaurants, each restaurant is its own manufacturing facility, if you will.
And so starting with forecasting, if we're able to get an accurate guest forecast that will drive a lot of decisions for that restaurant manager.  So everything from how many staff hours are gonna be needed for that day or for that week, and which positions, what food to prep for each day, and then, of course, that leads to decisions around ordering and inventory management.
So everything really starts with forecasting for us. 

Barry: 
Do you use software that you've developed internally?
Jordan:
Yeah.  So we we've looked we, we use internally developed software and it's something we're constantly working on.
And now, as you hear more about artificial intelligence and generative AI, we're looking at ways to build in machine learning and AI into that forecasting process because as you can imagine, for each restaurant they're they're going to be impacted by things like weather, uh, conventions near the restaurant and that sort of thing.
So having all these data points to consider is really important and we definitely are leveraging technology to help us produce the best possible forecast.

Barry: 
Let's talk about location analysis.  In Chapter 8 in our book, we talk about how you decide where to locate your next facility.
How does Darden decide where to locate its next facility?  I think you've just opened up two or three more just in the last week.  How do you pick those locations?

Jordan:
Yeah.  So we we obviously focus on demographics and there's a ton of data available to us from third parties that help us understand both up and coming locations where retail development is happening.
We work with real estate developers across the country on identifying new locations, but we also have to consider what's the impact of a new location on existing locations.
So we look at potential impact to sales across all of our brands.
When we look at a new location and from there we're able to better understand what what's going to be successful for us.
And so we've, I will say in the last few years we've had a ton of success opening new restaurants because we're able to leverage the third party data as well as our data for the existing restaurants that may be near or within reach of that new location that we're opening.

Barry: 
Interesting, very sophisticated approaches you're taking as opposed to just picking a site and deciding this looks good. 

Jordan:
I think there was a day when a brand president would, would survey a location and say, yeah, this looks good but we really need the science and the data to drive those decisions now to make sure we're making the best possible use of our capital.

Barry: 
Absolutely.  And what about managing inventory?  That's the topic of Chapter 12 of our book do you use a lot of technology in that area?

Jordan: 
We use a good bit of technology, so as I said, we start with the forecast and based on that we can understand what what food we have to prep for that day.
So as you can imagine, we're not just making pans of lasagna as they're being ordered, right?
We prepped the lasagna.  We're baking it fresh and we obviously have to look at if we know how many dishes we're going to serve, and we understand all the ingredients that make up that dish, and then we can make sure that we have enough ingredient on hand and it is complicated in, in the restaurant business, we have items that are fresh.
We have items that have a shelf life in the refrigerator or the freezer, shelf life in dry storage.
And so all those things have to be understood and managed and we generally do inventory counts at least once a day.  
So even though we can look at what's on hand, or what's coming in and what's going out.
We still check and do some manual counts, and we've deployed tablets now, so the restaurant managers can take an iPad into a refrigerator and verify what's on hand to do counting and then from that we'll generate automatically generate recommended orders for the restaurant manager.
And so we're looking for opportunities to improve accuracy, save time and reduce waste in the process.

Barry: 
AI getting into that area as well?

Jordan: 
We that's not something we focused on as of now, but definitely can see where AI will help us in that regard and certainly in forecasting that that's an area where I definitely think we'll see some improvements.

Barry: 
OK, now how about supply chain management?

Jordan: 
Well, we have done a lot of work on transforming our supply chain and this was especially challenging during COVID when we had firstly all the restaurants closed, dining rooms closed and we were only doing to go orders.
You can imagine that that we weren't selling as much as we would have liked during that time, but as we were able to reopen restaurants and you can imagine in other areas, supply chains really got backed up.
And so whether it was shortages of chicken or breadsticks or pasta, we had to do a lot of work during COVID to really reestablish and reinvigorate our supply chains.
We also work with third parties on distribution and last mile distribution.
So supply chain’s an area will spend a lot of time and a lot of investment to get right.

Barry: 
Interesting.  Now, let me ask you my last one related to the technology and the restaurant industry.
How do you support the guest experience and maybe the team member experience using your IT background?

Jordan: 
So let me first talk about the team member experience, because we have an overarching philosophy that the guest experience can never exceed the team member experience.  And I think we all know when we've been to a restaurant, if the server is having a good day or maybe not a good day that, that, that might impact our experience.  So we work hard to make sure that our team members have the best possible experience so that our guests can then have the best experience.
So for our team members, we have technology that allows them, for example, to look at their schedule on their mobile device, their iPhone or their Android phone.  It allows them to swap schedules with other team members.  As you can imagine, things come up in life and team members may have to respond to different things on different days.  And so they're able to communicate with one another, communicate with the restaurant manager and swap shifts as an example of the type of technology that we're using there for the guest experience.
We've had a lot of success addressing what I think has been one of the most difficult issues.  If when you go to a restaurant, you're ready to leave, you wanna pay your check and if you have to flag down your server and wait, that can be a bad experience at the end.
So at Olive Garden, for example, we have devices on the table that will take payment.  So the credit card never has to leave your hand, and you can add your tip right there and print a receipt, or have it emailed to you and walk out the restaurant.  LongHorn Steakhouse has a mobile app where you can scan the QR code on your check and pay on your phone.
So these are examples of how we're trying to improve the guest experience and we're trying to do the same thing with our websites and our mobile apps.
You know, on a Friday night you wanna know what the wait time is before you go to Olive Garden?  You can see that you can put yourself on the wait list so that you minimize the time waiting in the restaurant on a Friday night and that can be a big deal.  So those are the kinds of things we're trying to do to improve the experience.

Barry: 
And as a big Olive Garden fan I do appreciate the being able to check out from my table.  I use that all the time and I think that's great technology because it is you, you sometimes in a regular restaurant, have to wait 10 minutes for the waitress or waiter to come back and finally, take your credit card and then wait for them to come back again.  So the use of technology there is just great.
So you've given us a really good background about technology in all aspects of operations management.  What's the hardest part of your job in IT?  I mean it's gotta be one of the most difficult professions around.

Jordan: 
Yeah.  You know, I think it's twofold, really.  So firstly, as I think about the technology itself, one of the challenges is to come up with the right use cases.
So there's a ton of technology available, but how do we make it meaningful and how do we come up with ways to improve the team member experience and ways to improve the guest experience?
And so there's a lot of work we have to do with our restaurant managers to understand what's happening in the restaurant and how we can use the technology to be helpful.
I think it's about making choices, right?  So if I think about strategy, it's what to do, but especially what not to do.  And I think that's the difficult thing, because there's always a lot of ideas and how to pick the right ideas and how to test those, to make sure that they will be worth the investment.  So I think that's really the hardest thing on the technology side.
But we also have to remember that we're dealing with people every day, so whether it's the teams that produce the code for the applications that we use, whether it's the users and the restaurant that have to adopt the technology, I think that there's always a challenge on the people side.
And I think no matter what we do with AI or other technologies, at the end of the day it's people interacting and we have to stay focused on the people aspect.
Barry: 
That's a great answer.  My last question, where do you see IT in the future?  What's gonna be changing?

Jordan: 
Yeah.  I think a couple things.  So we're talking a lot about artificial intelligence and generative AI.  I think it's gonna have a tremendous impact on how quickly we can roll out appropriate technologies that work.  I don't see it as a replacement for workers, but I think it's something we all will have to learn to use that will help make us more productive.  And if we can do that, I think that technology is going to have a tremendous impact on all of us.
And I think secondly, I mentioned earlier, cybersecurity is a key part of my role at Darden.  And I think that keeping our data safe will remain a key challenge for years to come.  And I think AI is going to help us in many ways and create new challenges in in keeping data safe.  I think those are the really key things coming up in the future.

Barry: 
Thanks so much Jordan.  I really enjoyed chatting with you today and I think you're given a great background for our listeners who are gonna be eating at one of your 2000 restaurants.  They have a much better appreciation for what's going on behind the scenes and operations.
Thanks again for being with us.

Jordan: 
Thanks for having me, Barry.

[Outro Music]  
