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All the questions you should ask before selecting your EPOS provider
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SUMMARY

1) Selecting the right EPOS provider is fundamental to the success of a hospitality
business as a good EPOS solution effectively becomes your single most important
business tool.

2) When launching or relaunching a hospitality concept, the budget should balance the
grand idea ‘look & feel’ expenditure with the appropriate business tools necessary to
achieve the ROI.

3) The ‘real’ cost of an EPOS system extends far beyond the actual cash investment of a
solution - and can mean the difference between your business succeeding or failing.

4) An EPQOS provider should be able to show its experience and expertise through the
quality and knowledge of its personnel, its client portfolio and a track record of
measurable achievements.

5) It must also be able to demonstrate longevity and an ability to form long-term, mutually
beneficial relationships with successful clients.

6) All empirical evidence should reveal the ideal EPOS provider to be a market leader, not
follower.

7) The provider should be able to show it has a realistic and practical appreciation of how
the different elements of a hospitality business work together.

8) The provider should be expected to continually seeks to add value to a hospitality
proposition by taking a consultative approach to everything it does.

9) This consultative/provider approach is likely to cost more than a mere provider who
merely opens boxes but this is investment worth making for the added value users will
get from their EPOS solutions.

10)Your EPOS consultancy or provider should offer a solution that has the capability and
capacity to evolve as your business grows.
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Introduction:
Why does EPOS count?

For all us involved in this exciting, busy sector, the hospitality industry is a high-risk, high-
investment, high-return business.

It promises substantial rewards for owner/mangers and corporate operators able to
successfully develop and deliver profitable concepts.

The winners, in an increasingly competitive and challenging hospitality environment,
manage to balance concept presentation, meeting and satisfying customer expectations
and astute business acumen.

They are able to implement the wide range of essential disciplines necessary to create the
right ambience, atmosphere, customer experience and profitable business model,
irrespective of the type of offering or the specific target market.

These disciplines embrace three essential elements:-

a) ‘look and feel’ of the grand idea - design, layout, fixtures & fittings, branding, product
and service offerings, staffing levels and training

b) brand/concept marketing - PR, image presentation, marketing & promotions

c) business management - the actual collecting and controlling cash and stock and
managing and analysing business costs, margins and profits.

Point c is integral to the successful growth and development of a concept. It is usually
best implemented through the deployment of an EPOS1 solution specifically designed for
the hospitality industry.

Hospitality businesspeople understand the profound importance of EPOS.

First, as a means of ensuring they are able to meet the whole guest experience, ensuring
customers get what they ask for, when they want it and how they like it.

It’s integral to ensuring a better service and more meaningful guest experience by:-

a) communications - telling staff, for example, what’s sold out, what’s the specials for the
day and what promotions are available.

b) accuracy & efficiency - detailed, personalised ordering ensuring a prompt, speedy
service.

1 EPOS - an all-embracing generic term to cover the software/hardware combinations necessary to collect cash/
purchase transactions and record sales and stock data together with the services necessary to install and manage
solutions day-to-day and long-term.
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Second, EPOS is a genuine business asset. It gives operators access to real-time,
meaningful business intelligence and reporting to propel the business forward.

Without this resource, they know businesses cannot optimise cost and operational
efficiencies.

Nor would they have the information necessary to achieve flexibility within the parameters
of a finely-tuned business model.

Perhaps most importantly of all, they realise that when investing tens or hundreds of
thousands of pounds on either a start-up or restructuring and revitalising an existing
concept they have to balance their budget to accommodate the ‘look & feel’ of the grand
idea and the business tools necessary to convert a concept into a commercially viable,
profitable proposition.

What’s real cost of EPOS?

Unquestionably, the successful deployment of EPOS is fundamental to the success of a
hospitality business.

It's an essential tool designed to optimise margins and minimise expenditure (although for
the inexperienced and initiated it is often wrongly viewed as secondary to the brand
concept).

While the benefits are clearly identifiable through a P&L sheet, the real costs of a poorly
designed, ineffective EPOS system, or having no system at all2, are hidden.

And they are going to be far greater than the investment in the hardware and software.

After all, should a system fail to meet your needs, it’s not just the actual cost of the system
itself that’s been wasted.

The time and effort of management and staff learning all about the system and the money
and profit lost need to added to the equation because it is unable to do its job properly.

Closer inspection reveals the total hidden losses cover poor performing margins, the
inefficiencies of stock management, the inability to make informed decisions, slow data
collation and transfer and circulation of irrelevant out-of-date reports and missed trading-
up opportunities.

Poor service customer service and incompetence front of house will be equally damaging,
costing sales and repeat business.

On a strategic level, the failure of the system has two major implications:-

2 A few businesses prefer to have manual systems in place which are far less secure, potentially inaccurate and slow.
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1) important decisions are made with suspect or incomplete information endangering the
future direction of the business.

2) its inability to grow and mature as the business grows and matures will hinder the
further well being and prospects of the concept, no matter how good or successful it
appears to be.

An extreme but not uncommon consequence of a poor, ill-considered, badly supported
EPOS system, or no solution at all, is the total failure of that hospitality enterprise.

If you imagine a what margin differential is needed in your own business to make the
difference between trading profitably or closing down, then the importance of EPOS is
clear.

However, while many willingly admit EPOS is arguably the most essential business tool for

hospitality enterprises, they are uncertain about how to approach selecting the right EPOS
provider to work with them during the lifetime of their hospitality concept.

After all, they are hospitality experts, not IT specialists.

Most either decide to go with what they know or pick the cheapest, options that invariably
miss an opportunity to explore who is out there in the market place.

So how can hospitality operators effectively choose a system and a provider for their
enterprises?

Before we answer that question, let’s see how and why EPOS has developed.

How has EPOS evolved?

The EPOS industry has primarily evolved from the days of mechanical and electrical cash
registers. These machines were designed purely to collect and safeguard cash.

The many tasks essential to managing and controlling a hospitality business (such as
stock taking) were carried out manually and recorded on paper. (For a few businesses,
these archaic methods are still the uncomplicated way they like to run their cash and stock
control).

However, the vast majority willingly wanted to take advantage of the advances in computer
and digital technology and the software developments that have inevitably revolutionised
the way cash and stock transactions and movements are recorded and reported.

To service this demand, EPOS providers have developed from either:-

a) Cash register suppliers with hospitality experience who have naturally evolved
into EPOS providers/consultancies
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b) Software developers and hardware manufacturers/suppliers either specialising in
the sector or moving into it to exploit their products/services/knowledge/contacts
c) Entrepreneurs spotting a good short-term business opportunity.

With three valid entry routes available, there are many companies involved in selling
EPOS solutions; as with any market channel, the quality of the companies differs wildly.

Unfortunately, the industry attracts its fair share of opportunists, willing to exploit the fact
that the EPOS sector relatively easy to enter, has low set-up costs with complete but
limited solutions coming in a box.

The result is a wide range of prices and solution options.

In order to decode the plethora of messages being sent out by an over-supplied sector, it
IS necessary to ask relevant questions of all your potential epos providers to see how they
stack up.

What experience should you expect from an EPOS consultancy?
Plenty, is the clear answer.

How much and what sort of experience are the key questions that anyone wanting to
purchase an EPOS solution must ask of their potential consultancies or providers right
from the start. To not do so borders on the negligent.

Incidentally, don’t worry about upsetting people by asking stark questions: the purchase of
an EPOS system is far too important to neglect to do your homework and research
properly. Make sure your provider can substantiate the claims it makes in its literature and
on its website.

Any answer about experience has to be a far more detailed and extensive response than
when the business was founded.

An alternative and more meaningful question is how long have they been involved in the
EPOS sector (i.e. when did they start offering customers systems using PCs, hardware

and software combinations to provide cash and stock management solutions) and what
have they achieved and for who?

Just as relevant, what experience do the people within the business have?

After all, they are working on your behalf and you want to be confident they are all experts
in their respective fields?

When asking about people, drill down from director level and seek the clear, transparent
evidence of EPOS experience right across the business.
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This includes the installation teams and after support sales service (which ideally should
be in-house rather than sub-contracted to third parties).

Remember, EPOS experience isn’t just confined to technology and the installation and
management of systems.

It is essential that any provider you chose to provide the heartbeat of your operation has
worked within your specific hospitality sector.

Whether it’s restaurants, pubs, cafe bars, bistros, fine dining, fast food, eat in-eat out
combos, takeaways, tourist or visitor attractions or any other environment where
refreshments and products are sold, they must show the necessary understanding of
these vastly different trading environments and conditions.

You can ascertain this by asking to see a list of their clients.

A good tip is to ask to distinguish between current and former customers.

Always ask also for the time spent working with a client.

This will give you a good idea of the strength of relationships they build with their clients.

During conversations, either face to face, by telephone or email or online, constantly look
to evaluate and substantiate their knowledge of the hospitality sector.

This can be done simply by listening to the questions they ask you?

Are they trying to sell you a solution BEFORE they’ve even listened to what you want from
an EPOS solution?

Are they only offering one solution fits all, or are they recommending a solution that suits
your needs and can be developed as your own business grows?

These are important differentials and make the difference between a good and an
inadequate solution.

Do they show an innate understanding of how a hospitality business operates and the
issues that confront all area of a business from cash and stock management to business
reporting and intelligence.

Do they understand how EPOS applies to different people at different levels within a
hospitality environment (for example, finance, operations, marketing, HR, front of house

and board level).

Do you feel confident about the skills and solutions they are offering.
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When they ask you questions do they already appear to know the answers? They should
do, if they are EPOS experienced.

Likewise, the suggestions they make should be realistic and practical and show an
awareness of how the different elements of a hospitality business work together.

From their general conversation and approach, do they appear to be knowledgeable and
up-to-date with industry and market developments.

Are they anticipating future trends and the application of new technologies and
communication platforms that will shape how your business performs in the future?

Can they suggest alternatives to routes and different options.
Does their approach appear to be consultative as opposed to box shifter?

In summary, do they appear to be a leader or a follower, merely copying other people’s
ideas?

Why is it important to be an EPOS specialist?

This, on the surface, is a silly question. After all, by definition, an EPOS provider should be
focusing exclusively on EPOS-related activities.

However, there are many businesses in the sector who offer EPOS as part of a very long
and unrelated hospitality shopping list (from glasswashers to fridges) that has everything
including the kitchen sink!

Operators like this are more likely to be a hospitality wholesaler than an EPOS specialist
so the purchaser should be aware.

They are more likely to have a working knowledge of a range of unrelated products at best
rather than an intimate understanding of just the one specialism. In medical terms, it’s the
difference between a GP and a consultant specialist.

Again, the www and their literature will give you an idea through the products and services
it lists.

Also the minute they try and sell you non-EPOS related equipment alarm bells should ring.
What do they know most about: dishwashers or EPOS?

How can an EPOS provider show its experience?

A client list and a track record of achievement are the two most effective ways for an
EPOS provider to show empirical evidence of their experience. Without either, then you’re
taking a risk.
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Ideally, the client list should reflect a cross section of different size businesses and
hospitality sectors to show the consultancy has a wide understanding of the marketplace
as a whole.

The greater the breadth of experience, the greater the input to your business when they’re
discussing and planning a solution to meet your needs.

Ideally, this should cover independents and small and medium sized hospitality chains with
a range of different solutions.

The provider should be happy for you to ask for references and to visit sites to see
solutions in operation.

Likewise, when talking about clients ask what they have achieved for them.

1) What are the benefits of the solution.

2) How has it made a difference?

3) Are staff doing things quicker?

4) Is footfall up?

5) Are mistakes down?

6) Are decisions made much faster?

7) Whatever your question, don’t be afraid to ask it.

As with any business, your EPOS provider should itself be well run and managed. A simple
credit search is easily obtained and well worth the investment. It will give you a snapshot
of the provider’s credit rating, credit worthiness and financial track record.

What price should | expect to pay?

How long is a piece of string?

One of the biggest issues confronting business-to-business sales is that the prices the
charge differ greatly from company to company. The EPOS industry is no exception to this

rule.

As you would expect, the overall cost of an EPOS solution will vary from provider to
provider.

For those who have experienced the process, these can be pretty wide variations.
The key again is to ask what you’re getting for your investment.
Transparency with costs is critical when comparing prices.

The following questions are important (be clear what the answers are before you
purchase).
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1) What levels of support are included in the proposal?

2) Are they suitable for your needs as a business? (for example, does this cover 24 hour
call out or just the normal 9-to-5 working day?).

3) Are extra costs incurred for labour (including online and telephone support, consultative
advice, engineering etc)?

4) Labour costs can vary, make sure you’re clear what they are likely to be?

5) How much training is provided as part of the proposal?

6) Does extra training cost more?

7) Are these daily costs charged per day, half day or hourly?

8) How long do software licenses run?

9) What do they cover?

10)What warranties are in place?

11)What additional costs are likely to occur?

What does a consultative approach involve?
Many of the best EPOS providers could equally be called consultancies.

As the word suggests, a consultancy is a professional practice that gives expert advice
within a particular field.

Within EPOS, this means a providers that adopt a consultative approach continually seeks
to add value to your proposition.

They are looking to build long-term, mutually beneficial relationships.

In contrast, a business geared towards shifting units and one-off solutions has nothing
more to sell once the boxes have been opened.

Even within providers who act as consultancies, the secret is to be able to distinguish why
the overall price is fluctuating between different quotes.

If you can ascertain what you are getting for your investment then price differentials can
then have greater context.

Is what they’re offering going to cover all your needs, now and in the future?

When comparing prices always ensure this is like for like so everyone is playing from a
level playing field.

Are they offering you a standard solution pulled from a box or is it tailored to your specific
needs?

If they are offering bespoke work, what is the benefit?

And remember the old maxim; there is no such thing as a free lunch. Nor is it possible to
get anything for nothing.
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ENDS

The ‘How to choose your EPOS provider’ White Paper is written and published by
GS Systems Limited, 119/121 Buxton Road, Stockport, Cheshire, SK2 6LR. Tel: 0800
655 6264. For further information about GS Systems or to obtain a copy of ‘How to
choose your EPOS solution’ White Paper visit www.gs-systems.co.uk or e-mail
consult@gs-systems.co.uk.
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