
10 Questions to ask yourself

before buying a POS system for your bar or restaurant

I’m Barry Chandler from ManageYourBar.com. 
Today we’re going to look at some of the questions you need to ask yourself before purchasing a point of sales system for your bar or restaurant.
Buying a point of sales system is an expensive process. Some systems range in the hundreds of thousands of dollars.

So we’re going to look at ten of the most important questions you need to ask yourself today before purchasing a point of sales system. 

1. Units

The first question you need to ask is how many units do you need for your bar or restaurant? How many point of sales systems do you need? If you already own a bar or restaurant and you already have systems in place, and you want to upgrade them, then you will already have an idea as to whether you have too many or not enough systems. 
Do you find that your servers or your bartenders are all crowding around one system on a busy night, and it’s slowing down service? Do you find that you’ve got a couple of point of sales systems that are sitting idle for weeks on end because they’re never used? So if you’ve already got a business, you’ve already got an idea as to how many you need. 

If you’re opening a bar or restaurant for the first time, you might have no idea how many systems you’re going to need. 
One of the ways to work out how many systems you need, is to divide your service area into stations. A station is really one area where a server or a bartender is going to be responsible for, for the duration of their shift. That can be one section behind the bar, it can be a group of tables, it can be a corner of a restaurant, whatever it may be, that’s a station. 

So, in the case of behind the bar, a station would normally consist of everything the bartender needs that night to perform his duties as a bartender. He would have immediate access in his own station to all the beers, all the liquor, the point of sales system, glassware, anything else that he needs to do his job and to serve the customers available in his station.

Ideally, stations aren’t overlapping. You don’t have bartenders crossing over each other. You don’t have servers and bartenders clashing behind the bar trying to reach for a separate glass or a special glass. Stations are all set up the same way, so if you’ve got one long bar, you might have three stations behind it. In those three stations, you might have three bartenders all together. So each one’s got their own bank of taps, beer taps, they’ve got their own point of sales system. So that’s one way to work out how many you need. 

On the floor, then, for the servers, to work out how many you need, well, you might have one central system. You might have an appointed cashier. You might not let the servers handle cash. You might have them bring all their money and all their payments to a central cashier. If you want to work it that way, then one system would probably work for you. If it’s a large restaurant or a large bar or floor area, and you don’t want staff wasting a lot of time going from the table all the way to a point of sales system that’s far away, perhaps you need two or three systems on the floor.

Look at this by dividing up the floor into a workable area. Find out about the servers responsible for five or six tables, or ten tables or fifteen tables, how much out of their way is it to get to their point of sales system? How quickly can they deliver service to the guests?

The utmost importance is how fast can they do their job? How fast can they make you money? The longer they are away from the table, or the longer they have to spend getting to a point of sales system, well, the shorter time they have to be recommending desserts, teas and coffees, upselling after dinner drinks to your customers, which is what you want. 

2. Security Level

The second thing to consider is the security level that you want in your point of sales system. Do you want staff to have access to all areas of your point of sales system? Do you want management to have access to only certain areas? Obviously you want it divided up into various layers. You want certain managers, perhaps your general manager, to have access to all areas of your system. You want supervisors to have maybe functions whereby they can void out a check where there’s an error, or they can perform a refund in the case of a complaint. You certainly don’t want staff members being able to refund checks. You don’t want staff members being able to have access to management reports. So you’ve got to decide, based on the security level that you want in your system, is that available in the point of sales system that you are currently looking at?

You’ve also got to work out, moving forward, if you’re going to increase the size of your bar or restaurant, are you going to have maybe multi-outlets – do you want your systems to link together? You want to make sure that at each step of your expansion or moving forward, that you can control the security levels of your system so that’s not compromised at any time, so that’s very important to consider.
3. Reporting

Number three is the reporting requirements. If you already own a bar, you might be used to a certain way of retrieving your reports at the end of the night, at the end of a week, the end of the month, and you might have all your systems developed around obtaining certain sets of figures at certain times. You may want to continue that process. 
You might want your new point of sales system to give you the same set of reports that you’re currently getting. So it’s worth inquiring with the point of sales system company, can they provide you with the same reports you’re currently getting? Show them examples of the reports you have right now. 
In most cases, in any new system, reports can be configured to the way you want them. So you tell the point of sales system company what you need and they will design the report to do that for you.

If you haven’t opened a bar, or if this is your first time opening a restaurant, and you haven’t had experience with this before, you need to talk to your accountant or your bookkeeper and come up with a set of reports that are acceptable for both of you to be able to control all your costs, analyze your figures at the end of the night. 
The most basic reports you’re going to need on a daily basis are: your cashing out reports at the end of a shift or at the end of the night. You’re going to work out how much cash is in the drawer – does that balance with how much was put through the cash register, how much was put through the point of sales system? Does that tally with how much left the kitchen? You know, all your lines of defense. We spoke a little about that in our food cost control video, which you can go back and look at again. 

4. Peripheral Devices
Number four – something to consider is the use of peripheral devices like handhelds. In large restaurant chains and larger bars, owners and managers have identified that the longer a customer is left … the longer a server is away from a customer, then the less interaction they have. The less they’re selling, the more time they’re walking, you’re increasing labor costs because they’re spending far more time doing their job that they need to. 

So they utilize handheld devices whereby the server can take the order at the table. They input the order beside the customer. That gets sent straight away to the kitchen printer or a kitchen point of sales system where the chefs can see immediately what’s needed by that table. The server can control all that by the handheld device. 
They can control when the main course should be ready to go out. When the main courses are cleared, they can put in the order for dessert, and dessert can get sent straight through to the kitchen.

This is something to consider. It’s also good from a customer’s point of view for security because the handheld systems often have the capabilities for accepting credit card payments and debit card payments tableside. 
Customers are becoming more and more wary of seeing their credit and their debit cards leave the table and go behind the scenes somewhere where they can’t see what’s going on. Identity theft is an increasing problem. 
So, having a tableside system that can take payments, it’s worth considering. A handheld device system can be very expensive and it needs to be considered very carefully, so don’t jump in without considering all the options on the handheld system very carefully.

The other thing to consider with these devices is that in the event of these devices not working, do you have a backup plan? If there is a power outage, if there is a problem with wiring or a problem with networking – do you have a backup plan so that you can still provide the customers service and take payment without this technology?

So that’s something to consider as well, with both the handheld and the point of sales system. 

5. Control Levels

Number five is the control levels. In addition to the security levels that you want your staff, your management, your supervisors to have, what about the likes of stock controller? Do you want to integrate your point of sales system with a stock control package? 
Many of the modern systems now come with a stock control package which allows you at any time to enter on-hand stock values for your bottled beers, your draught beers, even your food items - you can create recipes in the system so that you can work out what you should have on hand compared to what you actually have on hand and give you a variance report there and then. So this is something to be considered as well. 
If you don’t have external stock takers, and you want to do your own spot checks, this is something that can be very useful. You can do five, ten items a day, at the end of a night, print off your count sheets from the system which it will allow you to do, go down to the cellar, go to your stores, count your items, come back to your point of sales system, enter your closing stock. It can tell you straight away what your variance levels are. 
Some bar owners that we work with do this on a daily basis for their fast-moving items, so it’s worth considering. 

6. Budget

Number six is the budget. This is one area of your bar where I don’t recommend you immediately starting with a figure in mind. I would rather you started with what are the capabilities and the requirements that you have in mind. Because you might find that your budget doesn’t allow you to do half of what you wanted to do. 
So rather, start with putting down on paper all of the capabilities. Look … like going through these ten questions and seeing what do I want my system to do? Bring this to a number of point of sales companies and they will explain to you what it will cost them to create this for you, to build this system for you. You will then get a much better idea as to the cost of it. It might end up being far less than you budgeted and you save a lot of money. 
So a system that you want might only cost $5,000, but if you’ve budgeted $10,000 and you go to a company and say, ‘I’ve got $10,000, what can I get?’, of course they’re going to upsell and they’re going to give you far more than you actually need. So tell them first of all what you need and then tell a few different companies and compare the prices. 
7.  Wired or Wireless?

Number seven is to consider whether you want a wireless system or a wired system. This isn’t an issue for a lot of bars, but for some bars it is. 
A wireless system means that all the point of sales systems exist without being linked back through wires to a central system. They are all wireless. Why are they wireless? Well, some bars have mobile cost centres, mobile revenue centres, where they have a bar out on the patio out on a deck, which, it doesn’t happen every night, it doesn’t happen every week, it could be seasonal, so they move their systems around. They might have a buffet operation for the food where they want a point of sale and a cash register there just at lunchtime, so they’re moving systems around. 
With wired systems, by disconnecting them and reconnecting them, you often have problems with networking. I’ve come across so many problems with support issues whereby the systems have been yanked out of one area and put into another area, the connections haven’t gone back in place, the sales haven’t been recorded, so it’s something to consider. It’s not for every bar to consider, but it is a point to consider.

8. Installation/Training

Number eight is the installation and the training. So you’ve come up with your idea of the perfect system. You’re happy with the price. Now what about the support and the training? 
Training is extremely important because you might have spent 20 or 30 thousand on the system. You want to ensure your staff can use it properly. So you want to ensure that your point of sales company going to provide you with complete training for all your staff before the system is installed. 
You’re going to want to ensure that they come back after a week or two weeks or a month, to give follow up training. You know, to see what issues need to be tweaked. The first couple of weeks are key. You want to ensure that your point of sales system company is available to you, even at strange hours, that you can call somebody or somebody in the locality can drop by to say, to see what  the problem is and fix it for you. It can be a worrying time for a bar owner, you have enough to worry about with the opening of a bar or the installation of the system. 
9. Software and Hardware Support

This rolls into number nine as well, which is the software and hardware support. Most point of sales system companies give a basic level of support included with the system. In other words, they cover any faults that are as a result of their system. 
Now, they also offer additional levels of support. I used to work with one company who offered five different levels of support, ranging from very cheap to very expensive, so they charged for each different level. 
So, you’ve got to consider what level of support are you going to need? Are you going to need somebody on site within an hour of making a phone call – is that something you’re going to need? Do you think you can handle most of the basic issues yourself? So, this is something to consider. 
Some bars that we work with have worked out that if they can train the general manager or a senior manager up to a sufficient level, they can problem avoid the first two or three levels of support. They don’t need to pay for those. They might just need emergency support should something go wrong on a large scale, should the system go down, if the site is down, they can’t handle it – yes, we agree that we will then pay for a support level that allows us to fix those problems.

10.  Closed Circuit TV

The final element that I want you to consider is CCTV – closed circuit televisions - video recording in your premises. This can be linked to your point of sales system, and can be a very effective tool.
I believe this is the way forward for point of sales systems, and for video surveillance in a bar. You can have systems whereby you can login, as an owner, you can be on the other side of the world. You can log in from your computer, and see from the CCTV system, what transactions are going through that point of sales system, there on your screens.
You are looking down from the camera onto the point of sales system, and on the sides of the screen is coming up what actually is being typed in. 
So you can see is the bartender typing in everything he is actually serving? And also, it gives you an added level of security should you have losses or should you have variances in the bar area at the inventory stage or stock take stage. 
You can look back through your hard drive of your recordings of the past week, the past two weeks, and look for anything that’s suspicious. By seeing it, you might spot something taking place at the point of sales system. You might want those linked together. 
So consider CCTV as an option. It can be an expensive option, but these are coming down in price more and more, and more and more point of sales system companies are recognizing that by integrating a video system into their point of sales system, it increases their chance of a sale and gives you another line of defense in controlling the costs in your bar.

So I hope those ten questions have got you thinking about what to consider when you want a point of sales system, and that you’re not going in there with a large budget but not knowing what you want for that budget. 
Have a very clear goal in mind of what you want to achieve for your bar or your restaurant. Present this to a point of sales company. Get your bids back and analyze them at that stage.

So, for ManageYourBar.com, I’m Barry Chandler.

Thank you.
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