Systemic Operational Equilibrium and
the Digital Capacity Dial: A Strategic
Solution for Buffalo Wild Wings and the
Inspire Brands Ecosystem

The contemporary landscape of the North American restaurant industry is currently defined
by an aggressive and nearly absolute shift toward technological consolidation and the
centralization of operational intelligence." At the vanguard of this movement stands Inspire
Brands, a multi-brand entity that has redefined the traditional franchise model through a
proprietary shared-services framework and an uncompromising commitment to digital
transformation.? Founded in 2018, Inspire Brands has expanded its footprint to include over
33,000 locations globally, encompassing iconic names such as Arby’s, Buffalo Wild Wings,
Baskin-Robbins, Dunkin’, Jimmy John's, and SONIC.' This rapid expansion is underpinned by a
vision to invigorate great brands by leveraging an enterprise-scale platform that facilitates
technological extensibility and operational synergy.’ The organization’s success in achieving
over $32.6 billion in global system sales in 2024 is largely attributed to its ability to synchronize
disparate operational functions into a cohesive, data-driven ecosystem."

However, as the organization moves beyond the initial phase of brand acquisition and into a
phase of deep operational optimization, a critical strategic tension has emerged." While
current internal projects focus on high-level point solutions—such as robotic fryers,
automated scheduling, and Al-driven order throttling—there remains a strategic opening for a
holistic management philosophy that can synthesize these tools into a unified human-centric
flow." This is the juncture where the concept of Orchestrating Equilibrium, proposed by Jacob
Zwack, gains its highest relevance.’ The central inquiry of this analysis is the resolution of a
lucrative but destructive bottleneck: the disparity between the unconstrained digital intake of
online ordering platforms and the finite physical capacity of the restaurant kitchen.® To solve
this, restaurant managers require a fully functional dial to control volume—a systemic
integration of technical controls and operational philosophy that protects the core dine-in
experience while maximizing digital throughput.’

The Structural Architecture of Inspire Brands: Shared
Services and Centers of Excellence

Inspire Brands operates through a Center of Excellence (CoE) model, which serves as a
centralized engine for innovation and support across its diverse portfolio." This model is
designed to provide brands with industry-leading capabilities in demand generation, supply



chain management, and restaurant technology that would be difficult to sustain as

independent entities.! The strategic rationale for this structure is the belief that a unified
technology-enabled platform drives enhanced value for franchisees and stakeholders by
capturing the collective scale of the entire enterprise.’

The digital transformation strategy at Inspire Brands is predicated on the integration of a
best-of-breed martech stack that streamlines content and customer relationship
management.’ Central to this effort is The Vault, a Digital Asset Management (DAM) system
powered by Bynder, which acts as the system of record for assets across all sub-brands.” This
centralized repository allows the organization to localize content for nearly 60 global markets
without the excessive costs associated with redundant production.’
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Strategic Impact

Digital Asset Management Bynder "The Vault" ensures

(DAM) multi-brand consistency
and global localization.’

Customer Relationship Salesforce Integrated guest data for
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generation and loyalty.'
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Order & Capacity Olo Automated throttling and

Management ML-based quote times via
OrderReady Al
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and kitchen display
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Labor Management HotSchedules (Fourth) Automated scheduling,
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communication.?

This technological cohesion is vital for operational stability, particularly during high-traffic
periods such as the lunch rush or major sporting events." The leadership at Maverick Studios,
Inspire’s in-house creative agency, emphasizes that errors in the digital product team can
lead to immediate and substantial revenue loss if not managed through integrated, resilient
systems.' By uniting these sub-brands under a single technological roof, Inspire Brands has
broken down traditional silos, empowering teams to accelerate time-to-market and maximize
return on investment." To sustain this high level of technological sophistication, Inspire Brands
has established a Global Support Center in Hyderabad, India, dedicated to developing new
capabilities in data science, automation, cloud computing, and eCommerce.’

The Liquidity Logic Framework: Deconstructing the
Bartender’s Metaphor

Jacob Zwack'’s Liquidity Logic is a comprehensive workflow framework that uses the
geography of the Mississippi River and the mechanics of bartending to explain business
efficiency.’ The framework focuses on transforming unmanaged floods of data and orders into
a controlled, hydroelectric power source for a company.' Zwack posits that corporate flow is
often on the rocks because leadership views bottlenecks as people problems rather than
structural riverbed issues.’

The 14-Dam Gauntlet: The Internal Operations Layer

Zwack compares the stretch of the Mississippi River between Lake Itasca and the Twin
Cities—which contains 14 structural dams—to a company’s internal operations layer or middle
management gauntlet.” In this framework, a dam is not intended to stop the flow, which
creates a stagnant pond and dead fish (lost revenue), but to regulate it.' These 14 checkpoints
ensure the water level remains high enough for big barges (high-ticket clients) to navigate the
system successfully.’

Mississippi Dam Corporate Workflow Dam | Operational Function and
Metaphor Failure Risk
Headwaters (Clear) Sales Intake The initial "pour." Failure

leads to incorrect guest
expectations.’

Dam #2 Lead Qualification Straining out the "pulp."
Failure causes resource




waste on low-ROI tasks.'

Dam #3

Data Verification

Ensuring the "recipe"
(order details) is accurate
and executable.

Dam #4

Inventory Management

Checking back-bar stock.
Failure leads to outages
during peak events.'

Dam #5

Credit Approval

The business "ID Check."
Prevents bad debt and
financial drag.’

Dam #6

Order Processing

"Shaking the cocktail." The
core labor-to-product
transformation.’

Dam #7

Quiality Control

The "straw test." Ensures
product meets brand
standards before service.

Dam #8

Packaging

Adding the "garnish."
Critical for the takeout and
delivery experience.’

Dam #9

Logistics Routing

Choosing the right
"glassware" (delivery
partner or internal staff).’

Dam #10

Shipping

Placing the drink on the
coaster. The final hand-off
to the guest.’

Dam #11

Tracking/Reporting

Monitoring the "sip."
Real-time visibility into the
guest journey.’

Dam #12

Billing

Closing the tab. Measuring
cash-flow velocity and
payment success.'




Dam #13 Customer Feedback Checking the "taste."
Capturing sentiment to
inform future flow."

Dam #14 Retention Inviting another round.
Driving long-term guest
lifetime value.’

The critical insight offered by the 14-dam structure is the Backwater Effect.” If Dam #4
(Inventory) is wide open but Dam #5 (Credit Approval) is shut tight, the system overflows,
grounding the sales team in mud." In a restaurant context, if the kitchen is firing orders at
maximum speed but the expo station or delivery drivers are unavailable, the water rises, food
quality drops, and the ROl is washed away.'

The Speed Pourer Strategy: Automation and Bottleneck Resolution

The Speed Pourer Strategy addresses the physical and digital bottleneck, defined as the
narrowest part of a transition where liquid (or data) moves from the reservoir to the
deliverable.” In a manual bar system, tilting a bottle too fast without a regulator causes a
glug-glug effect—an uneven, splashing flow that wastes product.' In corporate terms, this is a
manual entry system where employees splash data all over the counter, leading to waste,
inconsistency, and a Snowball Effect.

Zwack's resolution is the implementation of digital speed pourers.' Through automation, the
air-to-liquid ratio of company data is regulated so that the flow is metered and measured,
regardless of the tilt (volume of demand).’ This prevents the spring rise of backlogs from
becoming an unmanageable avalanche of customer service inquiries.' By automating these 14
dams, Zwack aims to transform the business into a hydroelectric power source, where the
friction of the process generates analytics rather than heat.’

Quantitative Modeling of Production Constraints at
Buffalo Wild Wings

The contemporary casual dining ecosystem is currently navigating a period of profound
structural transformation, characterized by the convergence of traditional dine-in service and
an essentially unconstrained digital storefront.® For high-volume brands such as Buffalo Wild
Wings, this omnichannel reality often exposes a critical friction point: the disparity between
the infinite intake of online ordering platforms and the finite physical capacity of the kitchen
environment.> When a Point of Sale (POS) system, such as the NCR Aloha platform, is
configured to provide a static 15-minute promise time without consideration for real-time
kitchen load, it initiates a systemic operational failure known as the snowball effect.’



The Mathematical Reality of the Fry Station

To identify a cure for the takeout overwhelming the store, one must first conduct a rigorous
guantitative audit of the station that serves as the primary production bottleneck: the fry
station.® Buffalo Wild Wings' operations are anchored by the fry station, which must
accommodate the bulk of the brand's core menu items, including boneless wings, traditional
wings, and an extensive array of appetizers and sides.’ The physical limitations of these assets
are fixed by physics and corporate safety protocols, creating a hard ceiling on throughput
that digital algorithms often ignore.®

The production capacity of a standard Buffalo Wild Wings kitchen can be modeled by
analyzing the cycle times and unit capacities of the fryer vats.® Per operational parameters, a
single fryer vat can accommodate up to 60 wings.” However, the temporal requirements differ
significantly between product lines.® Boneless wings require approximately 6.5 minutes of
cook time, while traditional wings require a minimum of 12 minutes.® Furthermore, corporate
policy necessitates a two-person protocol for traditional wing drops, introducing a
labor-dependent latency that restricts the frequency of production cycles regardless of vat
availability.

The throughput rate ($T$) for any given item can be expressed mathematically as:

$$T = \frac{N \times VHC + L}$$

Where:
e $N$ is the number of units per vat (60).
e $V$is the number of vats allocated.
e $C$is the cook time in minutes.
e $L$is the labor-induced latency (setup and drop time).
Item Type Units Per Vat Cook Time Vats Hourly
(N) (C) Allocated (V) Throughput
(Theoretical
Max)
Boneless 60 6.5 min 2 1,07 Units/Hr °
Wings
Traditional 60 12.0 min 1 300 Units/Hr °
Wings




Sides/Appetize | Varies 4.0 min (avg) 1 15 Drops/Hr °
rs

As illustrated in the table above, dedicating two fryers to boneless wings provides a significant
throughput of 1,107 units per hour.> However, this allocation leaves only two fryers to handle
the entire remainder of the menu.® When one of those remaining fryers is occupied by a
12-minute traditional wing cycle, the entire output for appetizers (cheese curds, onion rings,
mozzarella sticks) and sides (fries, potato wedges, tots) is funneled through a single remaining
vat.® This creates a sequential bottleneck where the slowest component of the order—often a
side dish caught in the queue—dictates the total ticket time.®

The Shared Asset Conflict and Sequential Bottlenecks

The critical failure in the current POS configuration is the "Everything Else" problem.> While
the system may perceive the kitchen as having "four fryers," the operational reality is that the
fourth fryer is the sole source for a massive variety of menu items.” If a guest orders 60
boneless wings and a large order of potato wedges, the wings may be ready in 6.5 minutes,
but if the fourth vat is occupied with a previous order of onion rings, the wedges cannot begin
their cycle.’

When the digital system promises a 15-minute ready time, it assumes parallel processing
capability that the physical kitchen layout cannot sustain during peak volume.® As orders
accumulate, the wait time for a free vat grows exponentially.® In a scenario where 20 takeout
orders arrive simultaneously, each requiring two side drops, the 40 required drops at 4
minutes each create a 160-minute queue for the side station alone, even if the wing stations
are clear.”

Technical Solution: The Fully Functional Capacity Dial

To solve the lucrative bottleneck of unmanaged takeout volume, Buffalo Wild Wings and
Inspire Brands must transition from a reactive posture to a proactive capacity orchestration
model.® This involves providing managers with a fully functional dial within the Olo and NCR
Aloha ecosystem to control volume.'

The Olo Dashboard: Granular Throttling Strategies

Buffalo Wild Wings utilizes Olo as its primary digital ordering engine, which integrates with the
NCR Aloha POS to transmit orders directly to the kitchen display systems (KDS).> The Olo
Dashboard contains the technical levers necessary to implement the capacity dial."

1. Orders-in-Progress (OIP) Limits

The Orders-in-Progress Limits strategy is the most sophisticated "dial" for high-volume




environments like Buffalo Wild Wings." In-progress capacity logic reserves capacity for the full
period of time it will take to prepare an order, eliminating the arbitrary 15-minute throttling
windows that frequently resulted in waves of orders being fired to the kitchen."™

e Mechanism: If a restaurant has an OIP limit of 5, and it has already reached that limit, a
new ASAP order will be queued.” The customer is quoted a lead time that includes the
standard make time plus the number of minutes until capacity is expected to become
available.”

e Operational Impact: This creates a consistent rolling flow of orders, ensuring the
kitchen is never hit with 50 orders at 9:00 AM simply because a 15-minute window
opened.” The order is only fired to the KDS when capacity is freed, effectively smoothing
the labor requirements over time."”

2. ltem-Based Throttling and Item Count Limits

Given that the fry station is the primary bottleneck, the most effective dial for Buffalo Wild
Wings is the Item Count Limit.” This allows managers to cap the total number of specific
high-labor items (e.g., traditional wings) per time slot.

e Logic: Based on the fryer math, if a store can produce 300 traditional wings per hour,
the Item Count Limit should be set to 75 units per 15 minutes.” If an order for 100 wings
comes in, the system will automatically push the ready time to the next available window,
preventing the fryer from becoming over-leveraged.®

3. Quote Time Schedules and Overrides

The Olo Dashboard allows for a Quote Time Schedule that can be adjusted to give the store
more time during rush hours and less during off-peak periods." For unexpected surges,
managers can utilize the Quote Time Override."

e The "Override" Dial: If a store gets unexpectedly busy (e.g., a local sports team makes
the playoffs), a manager can set a Quote Time Override starting "NOW" for a set period,
such as 3 hours." All customers will be quoted an inflated time (e.g., 45 minutes instead
of 15) until the override period ends." This manages guest expectations at the point of
purchase and naturally reduces the rate of order intake as guests see longer wait times.®

Olo Throttling Feature Strategic Objective Manager Action
Quote Time Schedule Long-term planning for Adjust baseline estimates
known rushes." for Friday
nights/Weekends."




Quote Time Override Immediate response to Use the slider to increase

unexpected volume." promise times for the next
1-4 hours."
Item Count Limits Prevent specific equipment | Cap wing units based on
bottlenecks.® vat capacity ($N=60$%).°
Orders-in-Progress Maintain a consistent labor Set a hard cap on total
"flow".” orders being worked

simultaneously.”

Lead Time Extension Manage guest expectations | Automatically or manually
during peaks." inflate promise times by
10-30 mins.®

The NCR Aloha KDS: Managing the Kitchen Flow

The NCR Aloha Kitchen platform provides the "hardware" side of the capacity dial.” To prevent
the snowball effect, KDS settings must be calibrated to reflect the physical reality of the
kitchen.®

Data Integrity and the Pre-Bumping Crisis

In high-stress environments, staff often resort to pre-bumping—clearing a ticket from the KDS
before the food is actually finished to stop the timer on Speed of Service (SOS) metrics." This
behavior is arguably the most destructive practice for long-term operational health.

e The False Efficiency Trap: Pre-bumping creates metrics that indicate a store is meeting
its goals, which prevents corporate leadership from seeing the true capacity problem.” If
a regional manager sees "green" metrics, they may authorize more aggressive marketing,
further overwhelming the kitchen.”

e The Solution in Aloha Settings: Aloha Quick Service allows for different methods of
recording SOS metrics.” By selecting "Use longest of last bump/served time," the system
tracks both the kitchen bump and the cashier's serve transaction simultaneously.” This
more accurately captures the entire process and prevents the kitchen from "gaming" the
metrics by bumping tickets before the food reaches the expo station."”

The Role of Al in Orchestrating Equilibrium

Inspire Brands’ CTO, Yasir Anwar, has articulated a vision for a shift from transactional
reporting to predictive trend analysis." This is operationalized through machine-learning
solutions like OrderReady Al."




OrderReady Al: Eliminating the Guesswork

OrderReady Al replaces static 15-minute estimates with a predictive algorithm that analyzes
historical order data and current KDS performance to generate highly accurate quote times.’

e Performance Metrics: Since implementing OrderReady Al, brands like P.F. Chang's have
seen a 20% lift in lead-time quote accuracy and a 50% reduction in manual lead-time
extensions.’

e The "Auto-Dial": OrderReady Al acts as an automated dial that adjusts volume based on
real-time kitchen capacity.” If the KDS detects that the average ticket time is currently 45
minutes, OrderReady Al will automatically adjust the customer-facing promise time to 50
minutes, providing a natural throttle that protects the kitchen from further

overwhelming.®

Flippy Wings: The Mechanical Speed Pourer

Inspire Brands is also testing Flippy Wings (Wingy), an Al-powered robotic fryer from Miso
Robotics.! This automation is designed not to replace workers but to increase production
speeds by 10-20% and improve safety by eliminating hot touch points.®

e Throughput Impact: Flippy Wings uses image recognition to identify food items and
autonomously manage the frying cycle.” In a multi-brand ghost kitchen environment like
the Alliance Kitchen, this integrated setup has contributed to a 54% reduction in labor
requirements and a 45% decrease in equipment costs.™

Protecting the Dine-In Experience: Margin and Brand
Analysis

Buffalo Wild Wings' primary brand identity as a Great American Sports Bar relies on the
dine-in experience, yet unthrottled takeout is currently cannibalizing this core business.> From
a financial perspective, unthrottled digital intake is often a strategically flawed trade-off.°

Margin Analysis: Dine-In vs. Third-Party Delivery

Third-party delivery platforms charge commissions ranging from 15% to 30%, and TPD guests
rarely purchase high-margin items like alcohol. Dine-in guests, conversely, have the highest
Guest Lifetime Value (GLV) and loyalty potential.®

Revenue Source Average Profit Margin Guest Lifetime
Commission/Fee Potential Value (GLV)




Dine-In 0% High (High Bev High (Social
Sales).® Connection).®
First-Party Takeout 0% (Small App Medium.® Medium
Fees) (Convenience).’
Third-Party 15% - 30% Low to Negative. Low (Loyalty to
Delivery App).°

When a store allows 90-minute wait times for dine-in guests because it is prioritizing
unthrottled takeout, it is trading a high-margin guest for a low-margin transaction.® To
maintain equilibrium, Buffalo Wild Wings must implement a "Dine-In Capacity Reservation"
dial.® This involves setting the digital intake cap at a level that ensures a buffer for dine-in
guests—for example, reserving 40% of kitchen capacity for the dining room during major
sporting events.’

Strategic Implementation: A Roadmap for Operational
Excellence

To solve the lucrative bottleneck and provide managers with the required volume control dial,
Buffalo Wild Wings should adopt the following systemic solution.®

Phase 1: Technical Configuration (The "Dial" Setup)

1. Activate Olo Orders-in-Progress (OIP) Limits: Move away from 15-minute windows
and set hard caps on total orders the kitchen can manage simultaneously.”

2. Define Item-Based Capacity: Use the fryer throughput math ($T$) to set Item Count
Limits for traditional and boneless wings.’

3. Implement Quote Time Overrides: Train all General Managers on how to use the
"slider" in the Olo Dashboard to immediately manage guest expectations during
unexpected surges."

Phase 2: Operational Optimization (The "Dam" Management)

1. Eliminate Pre-Bumping: Reconfigure NCR Aloha Kitchen to record SOS metrics based
on "last bump/served time" to ensure data integrity."”’

2. Dine-In Buffer: Implement a policy where the Olo digital intake cap is automatically set
to 60% of total kitchen capacity, reserving the remaining 40% for guests in the building.®

3. Cross-Training and Floating Roles: Utilize the HotSchedules platform to ensure that
during high-volume periods, a floater is assigned to assist the traditional wing drop
two-person protocol.?



Phase 3: Long-Term Predictive Orchestration

1. Global Rollout of OrderReady Al: Transition all locations to machine-learning promise
times to reduce manual labor and increase quote accuracy.’

2. Maverick Innovation Lab Engagement: Collaborate with the Hyderabad Support
Center to develop a store-level equilibrium dashboard—a single visual interface that
shows the "water level" of the kitchen in real-time based on staff, menu complexity, and
digital demand.

Conclusion: Achieving Operational Equilibrium

The takeout capacity problem at Buffalo Wild Wings is not merely a technical glitch; it is a
symptom of the friction between digital scalability and physical production limits.> The current
static 15-minute promise time is a fiction that creates a toxic environment for staff and an
unacceptable experience for guests.® By utilizing the granular controls within the Olo and NCR
Aloha ecosystem—specifically OIP Limits, Item Count Limits, and Quote Time
Overrides—Buffalo Wild Wings can provide its managers with a fully functional dial to control
volume."

Jacob Zwack'’s "Liquidity Logic" and the "Orchestrating Equilibrium" framework provide the
intellectual architecture for this transition.' By treating the flow of business with the same
physics applied to fluid dynamics and the engineering of the Mississippi River, Inspire Brands
can transform its operational friction into a source of actionable analytics and long-term
profit." When the digital storefront finally respects the physical limits of the fryers, the
"snowball" will melt, allowing the staff to focus on providing an exceptional sports bar
experience for every guest.® The transition from a collection of iconic brands to a truly
balanced, intelligent ecosystem will be the defining competitive advantage for Buffalo Wild
Wings and the entire Inspire Brands portfolio in 2025 and beyond.’
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