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[bookmark: _Toc242297408]Abstract
This study examines the management issues and opportunities of Digital transformation in the restaurant industry. It explores the impacts of restaurant characteristics, employee work patterns, management structure and employee skills on digital transformation. The study also outlines the key areas of management and the role of digital technologies in enhancing operational performance. The analysis of the existing academic literature was done using a qualitative research approach and an interpretivist philosophy. The selected literature was read and analysed thematically based on the three research objectives. The results demonstrate that digital transformation can be used to improve restaurant operations, flexibility, productivity, revenue stability, and profitability stability. Restaurants, however, might encounter problems with employee adaptation, digital skill gaps, training requirements, financial restrictions and technology integration. Management and leadership are considered key enablers for digital transformation. The primary theory used is Transformational Leadership Theory, which is utilised to discuss the ways managers can influence employees to support learning and manage changes in work practices. Overall, the study indicates that digital transformation requires not only the appropriate technology but also suitable organisational conditions, employee readiness and effective management.
[bookmark: _Toc242297409]
1. Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc242297410]1.1 Background
Digital transformation is reshaping the way organisations utilise, manage and serve customers with technology. Digital technologies are increasingly utilised in the restaurant sector for ordering, payment, customer communication and business operations. Studies on restaurant SMEs indicate that both management and organisational factors such as education and skills of employees and managers, as well as the characteristics of the organisation, influence digital transformation (Martín-Martín, Maya García and Romero, 2022). Recent studies also indicate that digital transformation can impact not only the front-of-house operations but also the back-of-house operations, impacting revenue stability, flexibility and profitability (Lee et al., 2026).
Digital transformation can create opportunities for restaurants by streamlining daily operations and improving restaurant productivity (Lee, Jang and Kim, 2024). Similarly, digital technologies can also be applied to service processes, operational effectiveness and data-driven decision-making in hospitality and tourism entities (Buhalis et al., 2024; Kim et al., 2025). Recent research in the restaurant industry found that digital transformation in front-of-house activities can improve revenue stability and flexibility, while digital transformation in back-of-house activities can support profitability stability (Lee, Jang and Kim, 2026). Additionally, digital capabilities can help to build organizational resilience as they enable data-driven decision-making and other digitally enabled organizational capabilities (Browder, Dwyer and Koch, 2024). These findings suggest that digital transformation is not only related to the introduction of new technology but can also affect wider organizational and operational outcomes.
However, digital transformation does not produce the same results in every restaurant. Restaurant characteristics can influence the level and type of digital transformation (Martín-Martín et al., 2022). For example, research on restaurant SMEs in Spain found that the number of establishments, membership of a corporate group and employees’ educational level were associated with the digitalization of restaurants (Martín-Martín et al., 2022). Studies of SMEs also show that organizational, financial and knowledge-related conditions can affect the successful implementation of digital transformation in companies (Sagala and Őri, 2024). This suggests that restaurant business characteristics can shape the extent to which digital technologies are adopted and used.

The transition to digital technologies can also create challenges for managers and employees. Research on restaurants in developing countries identifies organizational culture, infrastructure, education and training, and financial constraints as important barriers to technological transition (Ndhlovu and Dube, 2023). Similarly, research in the food industry shows that digital transformation can require changes in human resource involvement, organizational practices and employee skills, while companies may also face time and other implementation barriers (Marczewska, 2024). Therefore, the effects of digital transformation need to be considered from both the organizational and employee perspectives rather than only from the technology perspective.
Management of employees is particularly important during digital transformation because new technologies can change existing roles and working practices. Research on organizational digital transformation suggests that the human side of transformation and the role of leaders require greater attention, as leaders need to help organizations respond to new technologies and change work practices (Schiuma et al., 2024). Their study, based on a literature review and interviews with 64 SME leaders, identifies leadership competencies related to communication, employee motivation, facilitation, innovation and digital understanding as important parts of organizational transformation (Schiuma et al., 2024). 
This management perspective is also relevant to the restaurant sector. A recent study of quick-service business transformation examined digital leadership, organizational agility and employee readiness, showing that digital transformation in food-service businesses involves not only technology but also organizational and employee factors (Yasmin, Nurbaiti and Harahap, 2026). These findings support the need to examine how managers and employees respond to digital transformation alongside the operational benefits of technology.
[bookmark: _Toc242297411]1.2 Research Problem
Although digital transformation can support restaurant operations, the process can involve different organizational challenges. Restaurants may differ in their size, management structure, employee work patterns, available resources and level of digital readiness, which can influence how transformation takes place (Martín-Martín, Maya García and Romero, 2022; Ndhlovu and Dube, 2023). At the same time, digital technologies can change work processes and create new requirements for employee skills and organizational adaptation (Marczewska, 2024). 
The problem, therefore, is not simply whether restaurants should use digital technology. The more important management issue is how restaurants can manage the organizational changes created by digital transformation while gaining its potential operational benefits. Evidence shows that digital transformation can support organizational performance and resilience, but implementation can also create organizational and resource challenges (Lee, Jang and Kim, 2026; Ndhlovu and Dube, 2023). This creates a need for a more balanced examination of both the opportunities and management challenges associated with restaurant digital transformation.
[bookmark: _Toc242297412]1.3 Research Gap
Existing research has provided useful evidence about digital transformation in restaurants. For example, previous research has examined the factors that influence restaurant digitalization, including business characteristics, managers and employees (Martín-Martín et al., 2022). Other research has examined technological barriers in restaurants, including organizational culture, infrastructure, training and financial constraints (Ndhlovu and Dube, 2023). Recent research has also examined the relationship between digital transformation and restaurant resilience and operational outcomes (Lee, Jang and Kim, 2026). 
But the literature also reveals a missing piece on the human and leadership aspects of digital transformation. Schiuma et al. (2024) state that the human side of organizational digital transformation and the skills needed by leaders have been under-researched compared to other facets of digital transformation. In the restaurant context, while existing studies present evidence on organizational characteristics, technology barriers and operational outcomes, less direct attention has been paid to management and leadership and how these can help employees respond to the change and facilitate successful digital transformation. So, it is necessary to make an integration of an organisational perspective and organisational characteristics, management challenges and opportunities of operation. This study aims to fill this gap by discussing organizational characteristics, management issues, and management opportunities in unison and basing itself on the theoretical perspective of Transformational Leadership Theory.
[bookmark: _Toc242297413]1.4 Research Aim
To explore the management challenges and opportunities of digital transformation in the restaurant industry and find ways to manage digital technology successfully.
[bookmark: _Toc242297414]1.5 Research Objectives
The study has three objectives:
1. To examine how the characteristics of the restaurant industry, including employee work patterns, management structure, and restaurant size, influence digital transformation.
2. To identify the key management challenges of the digital transformation of restaurants.
3. To examine the opportunities of digital transformation to improve operational performance in restaurants.
[bookmark: _Toc242297415]1.6 Research Questions
The study addresses the following research questions:
RQ1: How do the characteristics of the restaurant industry, including employee work patterns, management structure, and restaurant size, influence digital transformation?
RQ2: What are the key management challenges for digital transformation in restaurants?
RQ3: How does digital transformation create opportunities to improve operational performance in restaurants?
[bookmark: _Toc242297416]1.7 Theoretical Perspective
This study uses Transformational Leadership Theory as its core theory. Bass (1990) developed the transformational leadership perspective around leadership that moves beyond simple exchanges between leaders and followers and focuses on sharing a vision for change. More recent research also connects transformational leadership with organizational change and innovation, including the role of leaders in motivating employees and supporting change (Gupta, 2025). 
The theory is relevant to this study because digital transformation can require changes in employee behavior, work practices and organizational processes. Research on digital transformation shows that leadership can help organizations develop digital knowledge, communicate change, motivate people and support innovation (Schiuma et al., 2024). Therefore, Transformational Leadership Theory provides a suitable management lens for examining how restaurants can respond to the human and organizational challenges of digital transformation.

[bookmark: _Toc242297417]2. Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc242297418]2.1 Digital Transformation in the Restaurant Industry
Digital transformation has become an important part of change in the restaurant industry. Restaurants are using digital technologies to change the way they manage services, communicate with customers and organize business activities. These technologies include digital ordering, mobile applications, digital payment systems, artificial intelligence (AI), data-based systems and other smart technologies. Research on tourism and hospitality shows that digital transformation has expanded across different business activities, including service experience, digital platforms, digital marketing and hospitality operations (Gutierriz, Ferreira and Fernandes, 2025; Buhalis et al., 2024). Gutierriz, Ferreira and Fernandes (2025), in a systematic review of 167 studies, found growing research interest in the use of digital technologies in tourism and identified hospitality as one of the main areas of research. 
Restaurant-specific research also shows that digital transformation is influenced by organizational conditions. Martin-Martin et al., (2022) examined the factors influencing digital transformation in restaurant SMEs and considered three groups of factors: entrepreneur or manager characteristics, business characteristics and restaurant location. Their findings show that digital transformation is not determined by technology alone; characteristics of the restaurant and its management also influence the process. 
This is important because restaurants operate under different organizational conditions. A small independent restaurant may have fewer financial and human resources than a larger restaurant or restaurant group. It may also have a less formal management structure. Therefore, the ability to introduce and manage digital technology may differ between restaurants. Research on SMEs supports this view. Sagala and Őri (2024) identify organizational, information-system and financial factors as important parts of successful SME digital transformation. Their review also suggests that SMEs need to consider their own limitations and conditions when developing a digitalization strategy. 
The literature therefore suggests that digital transformation should not be viewed only as the introduction of new technology. It is also an organizational process. This provides the basis for examining the organizational characteristics of restaurants in the first objective of this study.

[bookmark: _Toc242297419]2.2 Organizational Characteristics and Digital Transformation
[bookmark: _Toc242297420]2.2.1 Restaurant Size and Business Characteristics
In this study, restaurant size refers to organisational scale, mainly the number of restaurant establishments or branches, rather than the physical size of the restaurant. Business characteristics refer more broadly to organisational features such as the number of establishments, corporate group membership, employee educational level, manager characteristics and location (Martín-Martín et al., 2022).
Restaurant size can influence the ability of a business to introduce digital technologies. Larger organizations may have greater resources and more formal structures for managing technological change, while smaller businesses may have fewer resources and less specialized knowledge. Research on SME digitalisation also indicates that variations in organisational resources and capabilities can impact how well smaller companies can leverage from digital transformation (Sagala and Őri, 2024; Kallmuenzer et al., 2025). The systematic review by Sagala and Őri (2024) shows that SMEs can face limitations in strategic knowledge and resources when trying to gain the benefits of digital transformation. The authors suggest that SMEs should develop digital strategies that fit their own starting position, limitations and business conditions.
Business characteristics are also important, as demonstrated by evidence from restaurants. Among the factors considered by Martín-Martín et al. (2022) in explaining differences in DT were characteristics of restaurant businesses. Their results suggest that aspects like number of establishments, corporate group, or employees' education level can be correlated with restaurant digitalisation (Martín-Martín et al., 2022). For this reason, their study offers direct evidence that restaurants should not be considered the same as having the same level of digital readiness. This wider perspective aligns with a study that found that DT outcomes are not necessarily correlated with the adoption of technologies, but also with organisational capabilities and business conditions (Vărzaru and Bocean, 2024; Kallmuenzer et al., 2025). But size isn't the only reason for successful digital transformation. While a bigger restaurant will likely have more resources, it will also have more complex processes and management systems. Although smaller restaurants may not have the same resources, they may be able to be more flexible in some decision-making processes due to their organisational structure. While a smaller restaurant may not have as many resources, they'll be able to make decisions more quickly. Hence, it is necessary to consider the influence of restaurant size in conjunction with management structure, skills of employees and other organizational factors.
[bookmark: _Toc242297421]2.2.2 Employee Work Patterns and Digital Transformation
Employees are also crucial to digital transformation, as they may be asked to use these new technologies to do their job. Digital transformation may transform existing tasks and lead to new skill requirements. Fenwick, Molnar and Frangos (2024) point out that organizations must not only look to technology implementation, but also the human side of AI-driven digital transformation. They explain the significance of human-centered adoption and the function of HRM in supporting organizations to handle change associated with AI. 
This is also true for the restaurant sector. Many jobs in the restaurant industry involve service and operational activities in which technology can directly impact the work processes. Digital transformation may transform current working practices and result in new employee skills and organizational support needs (Marczewska, 2024; Fenwick et al., 2024). Employees might need to learn new systems, so that their work patterns will change. Employee adaptation, skills and readiness are also key factors in the research of human-centered technology adoption when organizations implement new technologies (Fenwick et al., 2024). Thus, the effective exploitation of technology is dependent in part upon the ability of employees to adjust to these changes. Additionally, in the business context of the quick-service industry, employees' readiness plays a crucial role in the effectiveness of digital transformation (Yasmin et al., 2026).
This is a topic on which there are two sides to literature. Digital technologies, on the one hand, can generate new ways of working and may decrease some manual activities; on the other hand. On the other side, employees may require extra skills and support when work practices change (and are no longer familiar). This means the impact of digital transformation on the employees is not necessarily good or bad. The outcome will be dependent on the implementation of technology and the individuals' support during the transition period (Fenwick, Molnar and Frangos, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc242297422]2.2.3 Management Structure
Management structure refers to how managerial responsibilities, decision-making authority, communication and coordination are organized within a restaurant business. It determines who is responsible for decisions about technology investment, employee training, changes in work processes and the implementation of digital systems. The arrangement of these responsibilities can shape the coordination of technological change and alignment of digital initiatives with broader business goals (Sacavém et al., 2025).
Management also influences the digital transformation process. Restaurant managers may be responsible for decisions about technology investment, employee training and changes in work processes. Martin-Martin et al., (2022) included entrepreneur and manager characteristics in their analysis of restaurant digital transformation, showing that management-related characteristics form part of the conditions influencing digitalization. 
Research beyond restaurants also shows that leadership is important in digital transformation. Schiuma et al. (2024) identify a lack of attention to the human side of digital transformation and examine the competencies required by leaders to support organizational transformation. Their study used a literature review and interviews with 64 SME leaders and identified six competencies associated with transformative leadership. 
Thus, management structure isn't just a matter of who makes decisions. It also relates to the way managers communicate change, support employees and set the stage for the adoption of new technology in the context of organizational change (Schiuma et al., 2024). Additionally, research points to the significance of leadership in digital transformation and its impact on employee performance and organizational commitment, emphasizing the role of management in supporting employees during technological shifts (Qiao, Li & Hong, 2024). Schiuma et al. (2024) describe the relevance of leadership skills in supporting employees and organizations in the digital transformation process through the areas of communication, employee motivation, facilitation and innovation. This provides a solid link to the theoretical framework of this study and the organizational characteristics that affect digital transformation.
[bookmark: _Toc242297423]2.3 Management Challenges of Digital Transformation
Whilst there are opportunities with digital transformation, there are also some management challenges identified in literature. This is because of employee adaptation, skills and training, financial resources, infrastructure, technology integration and organizational change.
[bookmark: _Toc242297424]2.3.1 Employee Adaptation and Skills
A primary issue is getting the employees to adjust to new technology. Digital transformation may mean that staff members need to learn new systems and adapt their working practices. Human-centered adoption is important as organizations must take employees into account when deploying AI and other forms of digital technologies, Fenwick, Molnar and Frangos (2024) emphasises. 
Some research on restaurants also reveals that technological change can be challenging. Ndhlovu and Dube (2023) studied technological transition in restaurants in developing countries and discovered that restaurants do not necessarily rush with technological transition. They identify such factors as resources, infrastructure, and education and training in technological transition as significant ones in their study. 
Such findings indicate that one should not simply label employee resistance as a lack of receptiveness to technology. Resistance can be due to a lack of skills, uncertainty about the new ways of working or lack of support when implementing. Hence, managers should grasp why employees are having problems and not assume they are opposed to technology.
[bookmark: _Toc242297425]2.3.2 Training and Continuous Learning
Training is linked to employee adaptation. According to Sagala and Őri (2024), one of the crucial elements of digital transformation in SMEs is education and lifelong learning. They believe organizations need to invest in learning and not think of digital transformation as a one-off technology project. 
This is pertinent to restaurants as technology can rapidly change. Employees might require assistance not only during the implementation of a system, but also during the updating or replacement of systems. Hence, managers should consider continuous learning as an element of digital transformation.
[bookmark: _Toc242297426]2.3.3 Financial and Organizational Resources
The impact of financial and organizational resources can also influence digital transformation. Lack of resources and knowledge might hinder SMEs in the effective utilization of digital technologies (Sagala and Őri, 2024). In this case, restaurant businesses may have to make decisions as to which technology is the best value for money given the resources that are available.
It doesn't appear that the literature indicates that spending more money necessarily yields a more successful digital transformation. Successful transformation, on the other hand, needs technology, organizational needs and capabilities to align. In particular, Sagala and Őri (2024) claim that SMEs must consider their weaknesses and define a suitable digitalization strategy. 
[bookmark: _Toc242297427]2.3.4 Technology Integration and Organizational Change
The other is the combination of various technologies. The technology landscape in the sector is complex, and the successful implementation of a particular technology can rely on the integration and interoperability of other technologies (Buhalis et al. 2024). In their critical review, they highlight opportunities and challenges in the adoption of technology within tourism and hospitality. 
It's crucial for restaurants, as multiple digital systems can be functioning at once. A restaurant can have separate ordering, payment, customer information and other systems. Technology can create more management issues if these systems are not interoperable.
So, digital transformation calls for organizational planning. Managers should plan the implementation of the different technologies according to the existing processes and should also evaluate the competency of the employees in using the technologies.
[bookmark: _Toc242297428]2.4 Opportunities of Digital Transformation for Operational Performance
The literature also identifies several opportunities for digital transformation to improve organizational and operational performance.
Gutierriz, Ferreira and Fernandes (2025) found that digital transformation tends to have a positive role in tourism and identified the growing use of technologies in tourism businesses. Their review also shows that digital transformation relates to areas such as service experience, digital economy, digital platforms and hospitality. 
In the restaurant sector, recent empirical evidence provides stronger support for the link between digital transformation and performance. Lee, Jang and Kim (2026) examined digital transformation in front-of-house and back-of-house restaurant operations. They found that front-of-house digital transformation improved revenue stability and flexibility, while back-of-house digital transformation had a significant effect on profitability stability. The study also found that overall digital transformation improved firm-value stability during the COVID-19 period. 
These findings are important because they show that digital transformation may influence different parts of restaurant performance in different ways. Front-of-house technologies may be more closely connected with revenue and customer-facing activities, while back-of-house technologies may be more closely related to cost and profitability stability. Therefore, the operational effect of digital transformation should not be treated as one single outcome.
AI also opens the door for hospitality industry operations. Kim et al. (2025) explored industry practices, research literature and expert opinions and found operations management, AI adoption and acceptance, and AI in marketing as key areas of transformation. Their study also highlights areas for future research including organizational decision-making and managerial issues. 
That means that digital technologies can assist not just customer service. They also have a bearing on the way organizations conduct their operations and make decisions. But opportunities are contingent on successful adoption. Employees who don't master the technology or don't use it properly can fail to realize the benefits of the operation.
In addition, Browder, Dwyer and Koch (2024) demonstrate that digital transformation can enhance organizational resilience via digital capabilities, including virtual collaboration, data-based decision-making and assisted decision-making. This is pertinent to restaurants as resilience is connected to how well they react to fluctuations in demand and challenging conditions.
Hence, the literature suggests that digital transformation can enhance operational performance, and that these hinges on the capabilities of the organization and management practices.
[bookmark: _Toc242297429]2.5 Transformational Leadership and Digital Transformation
The basic theory that is applied in the study is Transformational Leadership Theory. Bass (1990) introduces transformational leadership as a style of leadership that emphasizes a shared vision and helps others transcend transactional relationships between leaders and followers.
Digital transformation is about more than installing technology, which is why the theory is relevant. The staff may have to acquire new skills, embrace new work practices and adjust to organizational changes. So, managers can play a crucial role supporting employees in recognizing and reacting to digital transformation.
Transformational leadership can support RO1 by helping managers respond to differences in organizational characteristics. Restaurant businesses may differ in organizational scale, employee work patterns and management structure. Transformational leaders can communicate a clear vision for digital change, provide individual support to employees and encourage employees to develop new ways of working that fit their organizational context (Bass, 1990; Gupta, 2025).
Transformational leadership can also support RO2 because many management challenges are related to employees’ ability to adapt to new technology. Inspirational motivation can help managers explain why digital transformation is necessary, intellectual stimulation can encourage employees to solve problems and learn new ways of working, and individualized consideration can help managers recognize different employee training and support needs (Bass, 1990; Gupta, 2025).
Schiuma et al. (2024) provide strong support for this connection. Their study states that there is less research on the human side of digital transformation and focuses on the leadership competencies required to support organizational transformation. Based on a literature review and interviews with 64 SME leaders, the study identifies six competencies associated with transformative leadership. 
Sacavém et al. (2025) also examines the role of leadership in organizational digital transformation and highlights the need for organizations to connect business goals with technological developments. Their study supports the view that leadership is important when organizations face technological change, changing customer preferences and increased competition. 
In addition, Qiao, Li and Hong (2024) explore how digital transformation and digital leadership are connected to employee performance and organizational commitment. These studies call for the significance of leadership in understanding the connection between digital transformation and workers.
But leadership shouldn't be seen as the answer to all digital transformation issues. Though transformational leadership can help managers to communicate change, motivate employees and support learning, it alone cannot solve financial challenges, infrastructure challenges, or technology integration challenges. Hence, this study adopts the management lens of transformational leadership to understand how managers can respond to the human and organizational challenges of digital transformation.
[bookmark: _Toc242297430]RO1 can be facilitated by transformational leadership which can assist managers to cater to variations in employee work patterns, management structure and restaurant size. In terms of employee work patterns, transformational leaders can help articulate a vision for digital change, stimulate employees to change their work practices and offer them support to learn new skills (Bass, 1990; Gupta, 2025). Regarding the management structure, the transformational leader may help in communicating, coordinating, and engaging with the employees when facing technological change, so they can move in the same direction for the digital transformation objective (Schiuma et al., 2024; Sacavém et al., 2025). When considering the size of the restaurants, transformational leadership can assist managers in understanding that restaurants may have varying resources, capabilities and management needs based on their scale of operation. Based on this, leaders can adjust their support, communication and implementation of digital change based on the organizational context and not apply it the same way to all restaurants (Bass, 1990; Sagala and Őri, 2024).
The link to this is especially relevant to RO2 as employee adaptation to the change, skill, training and changes in work practice are issues to deal with for management. Inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation and individualized consideration of transformational leadership can be used to help solve these challenges. Such leadership behaviors can help to drive the purpose of digital transformation, build new work routines and offer support based on individual employee needs (Bass 1990; Gupta 2025). It can also be used to support RO3, as good leadership can enable managers and employees to turn digital technologies into better ways of working and better results.
2.6 Critical Discussion and Research Gap
Literature reveals the potential benefits of digital transformation as well as challenges. Despite the consensus that digital transformation is a crucial factor in technological and business growth, tourism and hospitality studies have also uncovered issues associated with adoption, integration and organizational change (Gutierriz, Ferreira and Fernandes, 2025; Buhalis et al., 2024). 
More direct evidence comes from restaurant-specific research. Martin-Martin et al. (2022) demonstrate that business and management characteristics have an impact on the digital transformation of restaurants, and Ndhlovu and Dube (2023) discuss the difficulties of technological transition in restaurants. A more recent study by Lee, Jang and Kim (2026) demonstrates how digital transformation can enhance various facets of restaurant resilience and performance. 
But these regions tend to be studied individually. Research can focus on the factors influencing digitization, as well as the problems of technology adoption or the performance outcomes of digitization. However, there is a lack of focus on gaining a management understanding of these together. The literature related to leadership also indicates that there is a gap in the human aspects of digital transformation (Schiuma et al., 2024). 
This results in the primary research gap for the current study. It is important to be aware of the effect that organizational characteristics have on digital transformation, the management issues that are faced during the process and the ways in which digital transformation can bring opportunities to the operational performance of restaurants. The study fills this gap by integrating these three areas and focusing primarily on the management lens of Transformational Leadership Theory.
This is significant as not all digital transformation success can be attributed to technology. It also relies on organizational factors, employee preparedness, management decisions, and management support for change. The present study is therefore an attempt to give an integrated understanding of digital transformation in the restaurant industry and not only technology adoption.
[bookmark: _Toc242297431]3. Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc242297432]3.1 Research Philosophy
Research philosophy is the position taken by research which determines how it understands and views knowledge, and how the evidence of research should be reviewed. The philosophy of this study is interpretivist as it is focused on understanding and interpreting the findings reported in the available literature on digital transformation in the restaurant sector. Interpretivism is suitable as the study is not about testing relationships using new numeric data but rather the organizational, employee and management perspectives (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). It aligns with the literature-based approach to digital transformation research that involves studying and interpreting existing literature to uncover various viewpoints and themes (Paul et al., 2024; Omol, 2024).
The interpretivist paradigm enables research to explore the various studies in relation to the nature of organizations, the experiences of employees, the management challenges and operational opportunities of digital transformation. The study thus aims to grasp the patterns and meanings of the literature available rather than viewing digital transformation as a collection of measurable variables.
Primary data is not collected from restaurants. Instead, the evidence is obtained from previously published research papers. The research philosophy thus suggests that the existing evidence is used for interpretation and comparison and not to collect a new survey data set.
[bookmark: _Toc242297433]3.2 Research Approach
This study is set to be a qualitative research study as it will involve interpreting and synthesizing evidence from the existing academic literature on digital transformation in the restaurant industry. This study does not gather new quantitative information from restaurant staff, employers or restaurants. Rather, it explores results, views and facts from earlier studies that have been published. This literature-based method is necessary to grasp the concept of digital transformation (DT) and to relate different findings from existing literature, highlighting common elements across the various studies conducted so far (Paul, 2024; Gutierriz, Ferreira and Fernandes, 2025).
The primary source of the evidence used, namely existing literature, is in line with previous digital transformation research. Sagala and Őri (2024) conducted a systematic literature review and thematic analysis to analyze the results of the primary studies and determine the main determinants for the success of digital transformation. Likewise, Gutierriz, Ferreira and Fernandes (2025) used a systematic literature review (SLR) approach to identify 167 studies on digital transformation in tourism and categorized them into various thematic areas. These studies illustrate the systematic review of existing research and synthesis thereof to gain a wider understanding of digital transformation.
The qualitative approach enables the current study to explore the various aspects previously mentioned in the other studies such as the organizational conditions, employee work patterns and skills, management challenges and opportunities arising from digital transformation. It also enables them to compare similarities and differences in literature as well as looking at only numerical relationships between variables. This is justified as digital transformation has several organizational and managerial aspects and can be interpreted through various lenses in research (Paul, 2024).
Some of the selected studies use quantitative, qualitative or mixed research methods; however, the present study does not reanalyze the original data set that had been used in the selected studies. The findings they report are considered as secondhand evidence and interpreted with respect to the three research objectives. The chosen literature is then analyzed with thematic analysis to get recurring problems and relationships related to the operation of the restaurant, the work pattern of employees, management issues and performance and leadership. This approach is validated by the previous literature-based studies on digital transformation using thematic analysis and systematic synthesis that have been carried out to provide patterns across the studies (Sagala and Őri, 2024; Gutierriz, Ferreira and Fernandes, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc242297434]3.3 Research Design
The research in this study is of secondary type and refers to previous academic works. Secondary research is the use of information that has already been collected and reported by other people, instead of new primary data (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019).
This design is suitable since there is existing substantial research on digital transformation in restaurants, hospitality, tourism and SMEs. Some studies have been conducted at the level of restaurants on how their digitalization process has taken place and how their technological transition affects their performance (Martín-Martín, Maya García and Romero, 2022; Ndhlovu and Dube, 2023; Schiuma et al., 2024).
The research design enables the study to synthesize evidence from various studies and analyses it with respect to the three research objectives. This is especially valuable as many studies look at one aspect of digital transformation, whilst the current one looks at organizational characteristics, management challenges and operational opportunities in a single study.
[bookmark: _Toc242297435]3.4 Data Analysis
Thematic analysis was used to analyses the evidence identified from the selected academic literature, as it provides a systematic way of identifying and organizing recurring patterns and themes within qualitative evidence (Braun and Clarke, 2006). This study did not collect primary data but rather analyzed and compared the findings reported in existing research papers. This thematic analysis is also aligned with previous literature reviews in the field of digital transformation that involved the systematic review of the results of studies and the grouping of these findings into themes (Sagala and Őri, 2024; Gutierriz, Ferreira and Fernandes, 2025). The literature selected was analyzed based on the three research objectives, and findings like each other were categorized into common themes. The key themes were organizational characteristics, employee work patterns and skills, management challenges, opportunities for digital transformation, operational performance and leadership.
In addition, a comparison of different views in literature was conducted. For instance, while some studies recognize the potential for digital transformation to enhance operational efficiency, flexibility, revenue stability and organizational resilience, others acknowledge that there are challenges, namely employee adaptation, training, financial resources and technology integration (Lee et al., 2026; Buhalis et al., 2024; Ndhlovu and Dube, 2023). The literature was also analyzed in connection with the evolution of the performance management approaches, since digital transformation can impact on the way organizations measure and assess the performance results (Cosa and Torelli, 2024). Based on the findings, Transformational Leadership Theory was then used to discuss how leadership can help employees and organizations during digital transformation, drawing on the theories of Bass (1990), Gupta (2025), and Schiuma et al. (2024). This interpretation was based on existing literature about organizational digital transformation, which emphasizes the interplay between technology, organizational change and management (Omol, 2024). This process assisted the study in finding similarities, variations and connections in the literature and in formulating the results in relation to the research questions.
[bookmark: _Toc242297436]3.5 Ethical Considerations
This study is a secondary research study which does not have direct interaction with human subjects. The researcher did not collect questionnaires, interviews or personal information of the participants.
Ethical standards, however, were adhered to in the use of published research. In-text citations and reference lists were used to appropriately acknowledge the original researchers. The study is also intended to accurately portray results from previous researchers and not alter their findings.
Academic integrity is especially crucial in a study based on literature, since other researchers' evidence is relied upon. So, sources were chosen wisely, and the information presented from them was mentioned accordingly, with proper paraphrasing and citation.

[bookmark: _Toc242297437]4. Findings
The analysis of the selected literature shows that digital transformation in the restaurant industry is influenced by different organizational characteristics and can create both challenges and opportunities. Restaurant size, management structure, employee work patterns and employee skills affect how restaurants introduce and use digital technologies. Martin-Martin et al., (2022) found that business and management characteristics, together with employee education, are associated with differences in restaurant digitalization. Research on SMEs also shows that financial resources, organizational conditions and knowledge can influence the success of digital transformation (Sagala and Őri, 2024). At the employee level, digital transformation can change existing work practices and create new skill requirements. Fenwick, Molnar and Frangos (2024) emphasize the importance of considering employees during technology adoption, while Ndhlovu and Dube (2023) identify education, training, infrastructure and resource limitations as challenges in the technological transition of restaurants. The findings therefore show that digital transformation is not the same for every restaurant. The organizational structure, available resources and ability of employees to adapt can influence how successfully new technologies are introduced and used.
The findings also show that digital transformation can provide important opportunities for operational performance, although these opportunities depend on effective implementation and management. Digital technologies can support service processes, operational efficiency, data-based decision-making, flexibility and organizational resilience (Buhalis et al., 2024; Browder, Dwyer and Koch, 2024). This is also consistent with research linking digital transformation capabilities with improved operational performance (Yu, Wang and Moon, 2022). In restaurant-specific research, Lee, Jang and Kim (2026) found that front-of-house digital transformation can improve revenue stability and flexibility, while back-of-house digital transformation can support profitability stability. Research on AI in hospitality also identifies opportunities in operations, marketing and organizational decision-making (Kim et al., 2025). However, the literature indicates that these benefits can be limited when organizations face employee skill gaps, training needs, financial constraints or technology integration problems (Sagala and Őri, 2024; Buhalis et al., 2024). Overall, the findings suggest that digital transformation can improve restaurant operations, but its outcomes depend on organizational conditions, employee readiness and management support. This also highlights the importance of leadership in helping employees and organizations manage technological change (Schiuma et al., 2024). In addition, recent studies indicate that digital leadership can play a role in digital transformation and the performance of companies, further reinforcing the significance of leadership in achieving organizational results (Senadjki et al., 2024).

[bookmark: _Toc242297438]Theoretical implementation
This study provides a theoretical implication by applying Transformational Leadership Theory to digital transformation in the restaurant industry. Bass (1990) explains transformational leadership through the development of a shared vision and the ability of leaders to motivate followers towards organizational change. The findings of this study suggest that this theoretical perspective is useful for understanding the human and management side of digital transformation because restaurants need to manage changes in employee work practices, skills, organizational processes and technology use. Recent research also supports the importance of leadership competencies in organizational digital transformation, particularly in relation to communication, employee motivation, innovation and digital change (Schiuma et al., 2024). This is reinforced by Sacavém et al. (2025) that points to the leadership as a key to bridge organisational objectives with technological changes and support organisations in digital transformation.
The study further extends the application of Transformational Leadership Theory by linking its leadership mechanisms to the three research objectives. In relation to RO1, transformational leadership can help managers respond to differences in organizational scale, employee work patterns and management structure by communicating a shared vision, supporting employees with different needs and encouraging new approaches to adoption of technology (Bass, 1990; Gupta, 2025). This indicates that the leadership reaction in the context of digital transformation is potentially different depending about the organization and can be explained by Transformational Leadership Theory, which sees digital transformation as a process rather than a single transformation and the same leadership. In relation to RO2, transformational leadership can help managers address employee adaptation, skill gaps, training needs and resistance to changes in work practices through inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation and individualized consideration (Bass, 1990; Gupta, 2025). Qiao, Li and Hong (2024) revealed the positive link between digital leadership and employee outcomes, highlighting the significance of leadership in supporting employee responses to digital transformation. Evidence from the quick-service business context also shows that digital leadership and employee readiness are associated with effective business transformation (Yasmin et al., 2026). Transformational Leadership Theory offers a management lens on how leaders can establish the conditions in organisations and among employees that will enable them to turn digital technologies into better operational results, with the operational gains being mostly supported by the broader digital transformation literature (RO3).  Therefore, the theoretical contribution of this study is to show how Transformational Leadership Theory can be used as a management lens for understanding and responding to the organizational and employee challenges of restaurant digital transformation.
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5. Discussion
Results demonstrate that organizational features, management issues and the potential impact of technology in enhancing restaurant operations are drivers of digital transformation in this sector. The results are comparable to those of Martín-Martín et al. (2022) who demonstrate that digitalization in the restaurant sector is linked to business and management variables. This indicates that restaurants should not be considered to operate under the same conditions when implementing digital transformation. The size, management structure and employee skills of restaurants can result in various degrees of readiness for technological change. Small restaurants might have fewer resources, both financial and human resources, and larger organizations might have more resources and have more complex management structures. Therefore, the impact of restaurant size on digital transformation depends not only on the size of the business but also on how resources, employees and management processes are organised (Sagala and Őri, 2024). The findings also agree with the notion that employees are one of the key components of digital transformation. Existing work practices may need to be altered when technology is introduced, which could require employees to learn new skills and receive assistance. Fenwick, Molnar and Frangos (2024) assert that organizations should concentrate on technology adoption that is human-centered, and Ndhlovu and Dube (2023) recognize education and training as significant factors in the technological transition of restaurants. This implies that managers should consider their employees' level of readiness when implementing new technology, rather than if the employees will embrace the change.
The findings also indicate that digital transformation leads to a balance of management challenges and operational opportunities. Technology can increase efficiency, flexibility, decision-making, and performance; however, these benefits can only be realized when implementation is successful. This is corroborated by a study by Lee, Jang and Kim (2026), where it was found that digital transformation can have a positive impact on a restaurant's revenue stability, flexibility and profitability stability on a restaurant-specific level. Likewise, digital capabilities can be employed to enhance organizational resilience by making decisions based on data and other digital capabilities, as demonstrated by Browder, Dwyer and Koch (2024). This is also consistent with research suggesting that digital transformation capabilities can contribute to improved operational performance (Yu, Wang and Moon, 2022). But the advantages stated in these studies must be considered with the disadvantages stated in literature. Organizational limitations due to financial constraints, employee capabilities, training needs and technology integration can diminish the extent to which digital transformation benefits can be realized (Sagala and Őri, 2024; Buhalis et al., 2024). Thus, the conclusions confirm a balance: while digital transformation can boost the performance of the restaurant, technology is not a guarantee of restaurant performance. To translate technological investment into operational improvement, the organization must have appropriate resources, competent employees and good management.
This relationship is well explained by the Transformational Leadership Theory. Bass (1990) describes transformational leadership as having a vision and persuading followers to embrace organizational change. This is important for restaurant digital transformation as managers might have to explain to employees the reason for implementing new technology and how this can alter working practices. Other authors, such as Schiuma et al. (2024), also lend their weight to the idea that leadership competencies are critical to the human aspects of digital transformation in organizations. In the case of RO1, transformational leadership can serve as the leadership style that managers can adopt to accommodate the variance in restaurant organizational size, the work patterns of employees, and the management system of restaurants. A transformational leader can clearly articulate the vision for digital transformation, motivate the workforce to change their working practices and offer personalized guidance and support based on varying employee roles and capacities (Bass, 1990; Gupta, 2025). This implies that leadership can support managers in handling the organizational differences that impact on the way digital transformation is introduced.
Transformational leadership for RO2 can be used to respond to employee adaptation, skill gaps, training needs and changes in work practices. Inspirational motivation can be useful for making employees aware of the reasons for the need for digital change; intellectual stimulation can help employees learn how to solve problems and change their ways of working; and individualized consideration can be useful for addressing varying learning and support needs (Bass, 1990; Gupta, 2025). This gives a better understanding of how transformational leadership can help enable employees to manage the challenges that digital transformation brings. The speedy service business environment also provides evidence of the significance of digital leadership and preparedness of the workforce for successful business transformation (Yasmin et al., 2026). From this point of view, managers can play a key role in supporting digital transformation by articulating the reasons for the change, encouraging workers to acquire new skills and fostering a culture where workers can adjust to new working practices. But there are some digital transformation issues that transformational leadership cannot address. Leadership can assist employees in coping with change, but it can't solve financial issues, infrastructure issues, or difficulties in integrating different technologies. Thus, transformational leadership should be considered as a mechanism for managing that can help implement digital transformation, but not as a digital transformation solution.
The overall discussion suggests that the interaction between technology, organizational characteristics, employees and management is essential to the successful digital transformation in restaurants. The results lend weight to the idea that digital transformation is an organizational change process and not just a new technology. This is especially relevant to restaurant owners and managers, as the use of technology (and the benefits it brings) is more likely to be realized when it aligns with employee skills, organization and the right leadership. Overall, the study is integrated as it brings together organizational characteristics, employee related challenges and operational opportunities with the Transformational Leadership Theory in the context of restaurant digital transformation.
[bookmark: _Toc242297440]

6. Conclusion
The research aimed to delve into the digital transformation challenges and opportunities in the restaurant sector. The results indicate that certain organizational factors play an essential role in the digital transformation process, such as employee work patterns, employee skills, and restaurant size. These factors impact the restaurants' capability to effectively implement and utilize digital technologies (Martin-Martin et al., 2022; Sagala and Őri, 2024).
The study also revealed that digital transformation can bring a number of management challenges. Employee adaptation, digital skills, training, financial resources and technology integration can make the transformation process difficult. Thus, restaurants must be able to support their employees and give them the proper training when they introduce new technologies (Fenwick, Molnar and Frangos, 2024; Ndhlovu and Dube, 2023). Simultaneously, digital transformation opens opportunities to enhance operational performance, service processes, decision-making, flexibility and the resilience of organizations (Buhalis et al., 2024; Browder, Dwyer and Koch, 2024). Digital transformation is also found to have a positive contribution to maintaining stable revenue and profitability in a restaurant when analyzed from the restaurant-level data (Lee, Jang and Kim, 2026). These findings support the view that digital transformation can contribute to operational performance when appropriate organisational and management conditions are present. The study further highlights the importance of management and leadership in successful digital transformation. Transformational Leadership Theory offers a valuable framework for comprehending how managers can inspire their subordinates, foster innovation and aid employees in adapting to organizational changes (Bass, 1990; Schiuma et al., 2024). But leadership is not enough to overcome all barriers of digital transformation. Proper resources, employee readiness, training and the appropriate technology are also needed for a successful transformation. As per the study, the Transformational Leadership Theory can therefore be used most effectively as a leadership management tool to manage the human and organisational challenges of digital transformation as opposed to being a solution to all technological and financial barriers.
In general, digital transformation should not be considered as the mere introduction of new technologies. It is an organizational change process including technology, employees, management and operational practices. In general, the restaurants that invest in technology and have appropriate organizational, employee, and management environments are more likely to realize long-term gains from digital transformation. 
[bookmark: _Toc242297441]6.1 Limitations
This study has some limitations. First, the research is taken from already published literature and not from primary data that is gathered from the restaurant managers and employees. Hence, the study relies on information and findings from previous studies. Second, the chosen studies span across various countries, restaurant types and organizational settings. Consequently, what they find may not be exactly applicable to all restaurants or restaurant operations. Third, the study has primarily addressed challenges, organizational factors and opportunities for operations in the context of digital transformation in management. Other issues like customer perceptions, data privacy and cybersecurity are not explored in detail. Lastly, since published literature has been used, some of the latest developments in restaurant technology may not be fully captured in the selected studies. These constraints, however, should give the results a character of synthesis of literature, and not as evidence that can be directly transferred to all restaurant situations.
[bookmark: _Toc242297442]6.2 Recommendations
According to the results, restaurant managers need to offer frequent training and learning opportunities to ensure that employees acquire the necessary digital skills to work with new technologies. In the process of digital transformation, managers should also communicate clearly with staff and make staff participate in the process to weaken the resistance and enhance readiness for change. Restaurants need to evaluate their available financial, technological and manpower resources prior to implementing any new systems in the digital space. Digital strategies should also be adapted to the organisational characteristics and resources of individual restaurants rather than applying the same approach to all restaurants. Managers are also advised to employ transformational leadership styles to foster innovation, motivate employees and facilitate organizational change (Bass, 1990; Schiuma et al., 2024). Lastly, further research should collect primary data from restaurant managers and employees to gain a deeper understanding of their experiences, attitudes and challenges when undergoing digital transformation. A study on organizational context in the context of digital transformation could also be expanded to a comparison between different-sized restaurants and different countries. Future research may also explore the role of leadership practices on the outcomes of digital transformation in varying sizes of restaurants and organisational contexts.
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