
The Science of Scheduling
Driving sales and profit through best people, 
right place, right time.



The question of how to ‘control’ labour has long been at the 
forefront of operators’ minds. For most hospitality businesses 
labour is the single biggest cost, a cost that looks only set to grow. 

Rises in national living wage, a skills shortage in the industry, fierce 
competition for both the best staff and for customer spend, as well as 
fears about Brexit are adding to the challenge of how to manage this 
extremely valuable resource. Now more than ever it is vital to the  
long-term success of businesses that they are able to employ and 
deploy their teams for optimal revenue and customer’s satisfaction. 
 
Businesses have the data. It is sitting in multiple systems waiting for someone to pull off reports 
to interpret what all this data means, to assess the opportunities for operational and financial 
efficiencies and to gain valuable insights. The value of insight from ‘good data’ cannot be 
underestimated. The quality of decision-making improves, the ability to react and adapt  
increases dramatically, and managers can use both their instinct and hard data when  
planning – a winning combination.  
 
Measuring and holding teams and managers to account is difficult without good visibility of what’s 
happening across the estate – so getting the information out of silos, turning it into insight and 
getting it into the hands of the operation is crucial.

Introduction

Labour productivity 
challenges:

 Uncertainty around Brexit

National living wage 
 

Diminished talent pool

Increased competition
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The traditional approach to labour scheduling –  
budgets and cash targets

For decades, hospitality businesses have been working with the traditional 
approach of creating labour budgets, allowed spend based on a percentage  
of sales. The Manager then allocates labour across the week, sense checks  
the allocation against allowed spend and adds or cuts as appropriate.  
Often operators will cut labour from peak shifts to hit budgeted labour spend 
as these are the shifts where they can ‘cope’ as the greatest number of the 
team will be scheduled. 

It is typical for operators to take the approach below and then apply people to 
set shifts with little staggering, or thought to the shape of day and activity by 
time slot. Budgets are not phased across the week and so the budgeted labour 
allowed by day is often not known or not relevant. It is the total weekly number 
that is important to the operator. 

Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Saturday Sunday

Budget £1,000 £1,000 £1,100 £1,200 £1,650 £2,000 £1,850

No. team FOH AM 5
PM 6

AM 5
PM 6

AM 6
PM 7

AM 7
PM 8

AM 10
PM 10

AM 12
PM 12

AM 12
PM 10

No. team BOH AM 5
PM 6

AM 5
PM 6

AM 5
PM 6

AM 5
PM 6

AM 8
PM 8

AM 10
PM 10

AM 10
PM 9

Why the traditional approach provides a challenge

There are many challenges to solely taking this approach. We will never get 
away from requiring a targeted allowance of hours/spend/cost to be applied 
to businesses, and so there is nothing wrong with the fundamental basis of 
the approach. However, if you do not consider activity levels by day part and 
schedule according to these, then you will invariably be faced with too many or 
not enough team members to varying degrees across the week. Commonly this 
looks like too many staff at the beginning of the week, and then cuts on peak 
trading days to recover the overspend when the business was not busy. This 
creates a vicious circle, the impacts of which are far reaching:

   Disappointed guests

If there are not enough team members on a busy shift, it can become very 
difficult to:

• Get a drink. 

• Get a bill. 

• Interact with your server. 

• Get a dessert within the acceptable 
10 min wait time. 
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Other impacts of 
disappointed guests:

Reduced average spend

Increased compensation 
 

Reduced participation of  
offers or promotion

The guests may not return, are likely to tell ten or more of their friends and are 
likely to share their experience on social media. In fact, a 2015 poll of 5,000 
Daily Telegraph readers showed that poor service was to blame for half of bad 
TripAdvisor reviews1. With cover growth, or growing guest numbers cited as one 
of the biggest pain points for operators, businesses cannot afford not to deploy 
teams to cover workload demand and deliver flawless execution.

   Unhappy teams

Wrong number of team members, working at the wrong times and doing the 
wrong things leads to disengagement and frustration. Teams know that their tip 
average will reduce, they feel stressed and embarrassed and their productivity 
levels dip. The busiest shifts should be the best shifts, with the Manager acting 
as the air traffic controller or conductor – a brilliant host on the door not afraid 
to fill the restaurant and keep it full, second drinks selling wildly and a kitchen 
team paced to deliver food timings within the acceptable limits. An unhappy, 
over-stretched team will: 

•  Hold the door – quoting  
long waits. 

• Stop selling desserts. 

• Not sell second drinks. 

• Make mistakes. 

•  Collect too many food orders 
from multiple tables at the  
same time, leaving kitchens at 
risk of crashing 

With a skills shortage already reported in the hospitality sector and 68% 
of hospitality operators concerned about decreased staff availability2, staff 
retention is increasingly important. If teams and managers are unhappy and 
stressed then they are more likely to leave, bringing additional costs to recruit 
and train replacements.

   Missed sales opportunity – now you have a sales problem!

The answer to the labour challenge is not spend less, it’s spend right.  
Spend only what you need, but spend what you need at the right times.  
Not having enough is just as risky (if not more) than having too much.  
Unhappy guests will spend less and wait longer so table turn times increase. 
Wait times on the door will mean we are quoting people out the door instead of 
delivering a great welcome and getting them their first drink. In the worst-case 
scenario, operators need to take items off the bill or give free items to appease 
unhappy customers.

[1]  “Poor service to blame for half of bad TripAdvisor reviews”, The Telegraph, 2015  
[2]  CGA Confidence Survey, June 2017
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A shift in thinking and approach

To combat old habits, thinking and approach to labour scheduling we need to 
create a shift. A shift away from traditional methodology. Budgets will always 
exist and they must, otherwise how do we regulate spend? It’s how we get  
to those budgets that needs reviewing. These are challenging times for the 
sector and using only what you need when you need it is more important now 
than ever. 

Applying science is key. Start not with what the desired spend is but with the 
demand forecast - know what is actually required to deliver in relation to 
expected activity. Look at how much workload there is, by area and type, and 
how much of that work each team member can handle in a single time slot. 
Simple, right? 

With the right approach and supported by great technology the shift,  
in principle, is simple. This approach allows the scheduler to get right into the 
detail – how many people are needed for each timeslot, so that peak trading 
times are covered with the right number of people in each area, driving sales. 

Taking this approach to scheduling means that delivering the right people at the 
right place and in the right time is not just something we say we do or want to 
do, but what we actually do. The knock-on effects can be tremendous. Happier 
teams, increased spends and happier guests. 

The key to applying this approach is tied up in what we do with our data. 
Harnessing the data that exists within the organisation, and combining it with 
external information such as weather, national and local events makes it very 
possible to predict what team you will need. 

Fourth’s demand forecasting algorithm uses your data and machine learning to 
forecast sales (£) and items independently right down to 15-minute intervals. 
The data points in play are:

•  Previous sales – Last year sales by time slot and by income type,  
and the last 8-21 weeks by time slot and by income type. 

•  Recent trends and seasonality index is over-laid. 

•  Weather – temperature and rainfall in mm by location – last year  
and actual weather are used. 

•  Notable days, such as bank holidays, Easter and other national  
notable days are built in. 

This approach has been proved to reduce forecasting error by 6% on average 
vs. manager forecasts alone, measured by Weighted Absolute Percentage  
Error (WAPE). And this figure can improve even further when managers  
overlay their local knowledge (such as a new competitor in town or scaffolding 
on the building).
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It’s this combination of human and machine that allows magic to happen – 
allowing you to understand truly how predictable your individual business is, 
and where it can be improved.

While it is obvious to all operators that this information is exceptionally 
important when forecasting, the process of collecting, analysing and making 
sense of all that information is a challenge in its own right. This is where 
Fourth’s Labour Productivity solution can help.

What is WAPE? 

Weighted Absolute Percentage Error (WAPE) is a measure of how 
accurate a forecast is. It is ‘weighted’ because any error in forecasting 
(in ££) has an equal impact on the overall reported error value. In other 
words, smaller locations or slower days don’t disproportionately affect 
the overall result.

It is ‘absolute’ because it ensures that over- and under-forecasting 
values don’t cancel each other out. For example, one outlet may 
apparently have a low WAPE, but this is because the manager is 
consistently getting it wrong in both directions. By going deeper  
into the data, you can see the real picture and understand where the 
problems lie.

The system creates a  
workload demand graph 
using and displaying your 
data so that you can create 
a brilliant schedule.
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Why bother, why is this better?

It is easy as an operator to be mis-informed about how workload actually hits 
your business. Without really knowing it, schedules are created using gut feel, 
instinct and habits. We schedule emotionally because people are involved and 
we must consider how to keep them happy and on-side. There is nothing wrong 
with any of this per se, but it is missing the data analysis, the science and the 
rules that we should build to ensure we create consistency of approach.  
These help us drive sales and ensure the best possible environments for  
our guests and teams. Some of the outputs delivered through a shift in 
approach are:

  Happier guests

Having enough team means that guests feel in control of their experience, yet 
we are controlling it really! They will spend more, will return and are likely to tell 
a friend or two!

  Happier team

With the right number of team members in place, the business can deliver 
the best possible experience for its guests. Add in some great KPIs for team 
members and you will see them deliver! It’s win-win from a human perspective. 
Most team members will not deliberately not sell or not do a good job, but they 
will not sell a second drink if they think it won’t get made in a reasonable time, 
and they will cut corners if their workload exceeds their capacity.

  Reduced costs

Under-scheduling or over-scheduling…it all leads to overspending! Using only 
what you need and increasing sales means improvement of the overall labour 
margin. Businesses using our solution have seen as much as 2% savings.

  Managers - command and control

Schedules are easier to create as managers have more information  
at their fingertips for better decision making.
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Typical opportunity Action Result/benefit

Forecasting – An average £25k 
per week business will forecast 
incorrectly by up to 10% either way 

Workforce Management 
will improve forecast 

accuracy 

Forecast labour schedule, cost 
and percentage (planned) can 

improve by 1-3% 

FOH - An average £25k per week 
business will under schedule by a 
minimum of 30 hours at peak times 

Workforce Management 
will redeploy 30 hours to 

peak trading times 

Benefit = 30 x SPLH £85 = 
£2,550 per week 

In an average £25k per week 
business average spend is reduced 
by a minimum of 75p per guest 
through lack of team on the floor 

Workforce Management 
will schedule team in line 
with demand and labour 

standards 

Typically - £25k = approx. 1,470 
guests – 75p x 1470 = £1,102.50 

FOH - An average £25k per week 
business will over schedule during 
the shoulders of the business by a 
minimum 60 hours  
per week 

30 hours redeployed to 
the peaks of the business, 

30 hours saving 

Benefit = 30 x hourly rate £8.22 
= £246.60 per week 

BOH – An average £25k per week 
business will use 15 hours prep in 
the kitchen that are not required 

Workforce Management 
will remove 15hrs per 

week not required 

Benefit = 15 x hourly rate £8.22 
= £142.50 

BOH – An average £25k  
per week business will  
over schedule at the end of the day 
by a min 15 hours per week 

Workforce Management 
will remove 15hrs per 

week not required 

Benefit = 15 x hourly rate £9.50 
= £142.50
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Fourth’s solution for labour productivity

Part of Fourth’s Workforce Management solution, the labour productivity 
function takes exactly the approach outlined above – using a forecast 
algorithm that looks at historical sales data, recent trends, seasonality trends, 
weather forecast and notable days, to accurately forecast sales and individual 
items sold in 60, 30 or 15-minute time slots. Managers can still adjust the 
system generated forecast if required, and the algorithm is ‘self-learning’, to 
continuously improve forecasting accuracy as more and more data is analysed.

Scheduling metrics are created for the organisation, and three types of metric 
are deployed: 

•  Variable metric – interacts with items sold. 

•  Minimum team – how many team members as a minimum to operate at low 
or zero sales 

•  Fixed hours – to account for tasks that have no direct item sales attributed 
to them. 

As the user then schedules to workload demand by area, the graph underneath 
changes as they schedule, displaying over-staffing (yellow), understaffing (red) 
and correct staffing (green). 

The system forecasting 
algorithm creates the 
business forecast and then 
displays it so that they user 
can edit as they see fit.

As you schedule the system 
shows instances of over, 
under and correct staffing, 
and creates an accuracy % 
for the day and the week.
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The system also includes features to make scheduling quicker and easier for 
the schedulers:

• Drag and drop shifts to copy to another day or person. 

• Move shifts to reallocate by dragging and dropping. 

• Create schedule templates and copy to new week/s. 

• Copy last week’s schedule. 

Aside from the benefits listed above, the solution also provides the business at 
all levels with great data and 100% visibility of how managers are scheduling. 
Area managers or head office staff can quickly and easily access a snapshot 
report that gives a picture of the best and worst performing sites in terms of 
staff scheduling.

The user can drag and drop 
shifts, create templates, 
copy to next week and 
identify roles using colours.

The results 

Independent analysis of multiple UK customers showed that 65% of 
locations using the Fourth solution saw an improvement in comparison 
to manager-only forecasts

In one multi-brand, multi-site customer study, the top 10% best 
performing locations saw a 13.8% reduction in forecasting error 
compared to the manager forecasts

The Ops Managers have a 
neat, informative and easy 
to use approval process. It 
allows them to drill into the 
detail where a flag it shown 
or approve where the num-
bers deliver to targets.
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Privately owned by TDI Capital, Stonegate Pub Company is the UK’s fourth-largest managed pub operator with 
690 pubs and bars across the UK. Through a series of acquisitions, it has more than doubled in size since 2011, 
employing over 15,000 staff. Stonegate operates a number of brands and formats, including Yates, Proper Pubs, 
Town, Pub & Kitchen, Slug & Lettuce, Common Room and Venues. Most are high-street based. 

David Ross, a qualified chartered accountant, is the Chief Financial Officer. Responsible for financial and 
management accounting, pricing and risk, he is a strategic partner to the CEO – analysing opportunities to grow sales 
margins and profits. 

Ross recognised that the rise in wages demanded greater scrutiny of data showing staff performance, and 
inefficiencies in the deployment of labour had become an increasing business issue – too few at peak times meant 
lost sales, too many at others meant unnecessary cost. They had many talented people who “deployed labour by 
intuition”, but he knew that overlaying hard data would materially help improve optimum staff deployment. 

An existing customer of Fourth’s Payroll solution, Ross therefore implemented Fourth Analytics and Labour 
Productivity to address these issues:

Case study: Stonegate Pub Company

Fourth were key to helping us deploy 
people to drive profit through the 
business…so Fourth was the catalyst to 
drive improved performance.

It was probably the first six months that 
we had those high performers who got 
it, and bang – they were making more 
money. But it took a year for the whole 
business to shake off ingrained habits 
and embrace the system.

Fourth has enabled the daily examination of the 
efficiency of rotas versus expected sales, across 
the 690 sites. By focusing on the exceptions, we 
can use the ‘best in class’ performance to help 
the underperformers maximise sales and profit.

The implementation was challenging at times, 
because we didn’t engage as well with our 
General Managers and Area Managers as we 
should have done.
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Dave Ross, CFO, Stonegate

We saved £4 million in one financial year. Driving efficiency is not about cutting 
labour, it’s about putting the right people on at the right time, and recognising 
individual work preferences. Again, here data is key. I like the fact that I can 
challenge our teams with fact-based data, and I know Fourth is at the forefront of 
that kind of data analysis.

With Fourth, Stonegate can now:

• Target underperformance. 

• Analyse rota efficiency – labour versus budget. 

• Forward plan to get better results. 

• Analyse every single site, staff member, their hours, 
their rota, four weeks in advance. 

• Change the labour format according to the product 
to improve speed of service. 

•  Mitigate the increase in the National Living Wage.

• Improve performance in businesses that were 
already experiencing strong profit margins.
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Call us at +44 (0) 8450 571 234  Visit Fourth.com

About Fourth
We provide end-to-end, best-in-class technology and services for the restaurant and hospitality industries. 

Our inventory and workforce management solutions, coupled with the industry's most complete data and 

analytics suite, give operators the actionable insights they need to control costs, scale profitability, improve 

employee engagement, and maintain compliance. Headquartered in Austin, Texas, we serve more than 

7,000 customers across 120,000 locations globally.  

Adaco, our inventory management platform and fully mobile applications power the world’s leading brands, 

including Soho House, Hilton Worldwide, Public, Setai, Gaylord, Loews Hotels Service Company, Ritz-Carlton 

Hotel Company, IHG, Mandarin Oriental and Marriott.  

You have enough to do. 
Let’s help get the administrative busywork off your plate. To learn how we can help 

simplify your back-office operations, boost your efficiency and profitability, and improve 
your inventory management, give us a call.

+44 (0) 8450 571 234

tel:+4408450571234



