[bookmark: X0543f0b9e3b6365cce394fe9b8cb81b4b1326bf][bookmark: purpose-of-this-guide]How to Use EPOS Data to Make Better Decisions

Electronic Point of Sale (EPOS) systems are now common across heritage railway catering operations, yet they are often under‑used. Too frequently, EPOS is treated as a cash register with reporting bolted on, rather than as a management tool capable of informing decisions about menus, staffing, stock, pricing, and service design.
This guide is intended for catering managers, EPOS administrators, senior supervisors, and departmental heads who want to use EPOS data intelligently and proportionately. It is not about turning heritage railways into corporate food chains, nor about drowning teams in spreadsheets. It is about using available information to make clearer, calmer, and more profitable decisions.
Good use of EPOS data supports professionalism, protects volunteers, adds defense for investigations, strengthens financial resilience, and allows catering to contribute purposefully to the wider railway’s objectives.

[bookmark: X6687f93019f85ddd91f10561baed17714c31a7f]Understanding What EPOS Can and Cannot Tell You
Before using EPOS data, it is important to understand its limitations as well as its strengths.
EPOS systems can reliably tell you
· What items were sold
· When they were sold
· Where they were sold
· How they were paid for
· At what price.
They cannot, on their own, tell you
· Why customers made those choices
· Whether service quality was good or poor
· Whether staff were under unreasonable pressure
· Whether stock availability constrained sales

EPOS data should therefore be treated as evidence, not as absolute truth. It is most powerful when combined with operational knowledge, staff and volunteer feedback, and customer insight.
[bookmark: X4f3b4d96ca0b33b6248c6ced72a63d70a8bffd4]Getting the Foundations Right
Meaningful analysis depends on accurate data. Many heritage railways undermine their own systems through inconsistent setup or informal workarounds. Staff can sometimes scan similar items for ease or input items that don’t scan as other products entirely for example.
· Key foundations include.  
· Clear and consistent product naming. 
· Logical menu categories. 
· Accurate pricing and tax settings. 
· Defined outlets and locations.
Where the same item is sold across multiple venues, it must be configured identically if comparisons are to be meaningful. Small inconsistencies quickly distort reports and lead to incorrect conclusions.
Managers should resist the temptation to create overly complex menus within EPOS. Simplicity improves accuracy and makes reporting more useful. Usually, the more steps staff encounter to input an item, the less likely they are to input it correctly with consistency.

[bookmark: using-epos-to-understand-sales-patterns]Using EPOS to Understand Sales Patterns
One of the most immediate benefits of EPOS data is visibility of sales patterns.
Useful questions include
· Which items sell consistently, regardless of day or event?
· Which items only sell in specific conditions?
· How does sales mix change by time of day?
· How does performance differ between outlets?
Patterns matter more than individual anomalies. A single poor day rarely tells a story; repeated trends do.
Understanding these patterns allows managers to
· Refine menus 
· Adjust prep volumes
· Reduce waste
· Improve service flow
[bookmark: menu-performance-and-menu-engineering]Menu Performance and Menu Engineering
EPOS data is a powerful input into menu engineering when used sensibly.
Managers can assess: - High‑volume, low‑margin items - Low‑volume, high‑margin items - Items that take disproportionate time to prepare - Items that create bottlenecks at service points
This does not mean removing characterful or heritage‑inspired items purely on financial grounds. It does mean being honest about their operational impact.
Menu decisions informed by EPOS data are easier to justify to senior management and trustees, particularly when catering income supports wider railway activity.

[bookmark: staffing-decisions-informed-by-data]Staffing Decisions Informed by Data
EPOS data can help managers understand when pressure occurs, not just that it occurs.
· By reviewing transaction volumes by time band, managers can
· Align staffing more closely to demand
· Reduce unnecessary over‑staffing
· Identify peak pressure periods requiring senior oversight

This is particularly valuable where volunteer availability is limited or unpredictable. Data allows managers to deploy experience where it is most needed, rather than spreading teams thinly.
EPOS data should never be used punitively against individuals. It is a planning tool, not a disciplinary one.

[bookmark: stock-control-and-loss-prevention]Stock Control and Loss Prevention
EPOS data supports stock management by linking sales to expected usage.
Managers can
· Compare theoretical stock usage to physical counts
· Identify recurring discrepancies
· Spot patterns suggesting over‑portioning, wastage, or error
On heritage railways, loss is more often due to informal practices than dishonesty. EPOS data provides a neutral basis for discussion and improvement.
Clear processes, rather than blame, should always be the response.
[bookmark: monitoring-promotions-and-events]Monitoring Promotions and Events
Special events, galas, and themed services often involve bespoke menus or pricing.
EPOS allows managers to
· Measure event‑specific performance
· Compare against baseline trading
· Identify which elements added value and which did not
This is essential for learning and avoiding the repetition of costly mistakes. Good intentions do not always produce good outcomes, and EPOS data helps separate assumption from reality.

[bookmark: reporting-for-noncatering-audiences]Reporting for Non‑Catering Audiences
One of EPOS data’s most important uses is communication.
· Trustees understand catering performance 
· Senior managers assess contribution to railway goals
· Finance teams reconcile income

Reports should be concise, contextualised, and honest. Avoid excessive detail. Focus on trends, risks, and opportunities.
Well‑presented EPOS data strengthens catering’s credibility as a professionally managed function within the railway.

[bookmark: common-pitfalls-to-avoid]Common Pitfalls to Avoid
Heritage railways frequently fall into the following traps
· Collecting data but never reviewing it
· Reviewing reports without acting on them
· Over‑analysing minor fluctuations
· Ignoring operational reality in favour of numbers

EPOS data should inform sound judgement, not replace it.
[bookmark: building-capability-within-the-team]Building Capability Within the Team
Managers and EPOS administrators should avoid becoming the sole interpreters and managers of EPOS data. Sharing appropriate insight with supervisors and key volunteers builds understanding and trust.
This might include
· Explaining why menus change 
· Showing how staffing decisions are made 
· Demonstrating the impact of good stock control

When teams understand the why, compliance improves naturally.

[bookmark: final-principle]Final Thoughts
EPOS systems do not create professionalism, they reveal it. Used well, they provide clarity, consistency, and confidence. Used poorly, they become expensive tills with little added value.
For heritage railways, EPOS data is most powerful when treated as a supporting tool that enables good judgement, respects heritage values, and strengthens long‑term sustainability.
