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For years, the POS lived on the server station. Servers walked back and forth, hand-scribbled
notes rode tickets to the kitchen, and payment happened at the very end of the visit. Today, the
battlefield has moved into the server’s hand.

Modern handheld POS devices are no longer just “mobile card readers.” They’re full-featured
terminals that can handle ordering, payments, loyalty, and even inventory from the palm of a
hand. For operators under pressure from labor shortages, rising costs, and impatient guests,

choosing the right handheld platform has become a strategic decision, not a gadget purchase.

This article compares today’s leading handheld ecosystems, highlights where each tends to fit
best, and outlines how a consultant can help operators make the right call instead of getting
locked into the wrong hardware-and-fee marriage.

What ‘““handheld POS” really means in 2025

Today'’s restaurant handhelds share a few common traits:

¢ Cloud-based software that syncs in real time with the main POS, KDS, and online
ordering.

e Integrated payments (EMV chip, magstripe, contactless, and mobile wallets like Apple
Pay and Google Pay).

¢ Restaurant-grade hardware with drop and spill resistance, longer battery life, and Wi-
Fi/LTE connectivity.

¢ Role-based workflows tailored to servers, bartenders, runners, and managers.

But the way vendors package those capabilities—and their business models—varies a lot. Here’s
a snapshot of some of the most prominent handheld solutions in the market.

Snapshot of leading handheld ecosystems

Toast Go® 2

Toast has become synonymous with restaurant-focused POS, and its Toast Go 2 handheld is one
of the most aggressively restaurant-specific devices on the market.

Key points:



e Purpose-built hardware: Spill-proof, dust-proof, and drop-resistant (tested up to four
feet) to withstand busy service.

e All-day battery: Toast promotes 24-hour battery life in typical use—enough to cover
double shifts without swapping.

e Contactless native: Supports tap-to-pay and major wallets (Apple Pay, Google Pay,
Samsung Pay) as standard.

e Deep FOH/BOH integration: Orders fire directly to KDS, sync to online ordering, and
connect with Toast’s loyalty, gift card, and reporting stack.

Toast aims squarely at restaurants and doesn’t try to be “all things to all industries,” which many
full-service operators like. The trade-off is you are buying into a tightly integrated payments +
software bundle.

Square Handheld

Square has long dominated small-business payments. Its newer Square Handheld product brings
that ecosystem into a purpose-built device that’s more robust than a phone-plus-reader combo.

Highlights:

e Pocketable but powerful: A slim device with a 6.2-inch splash- and dust-resistant
touchscreen, weighing about 11 ounces—Iless than an inch thick, designed for all-day
carry.

¢ Built-in hardware extras: Integrated barcode scanner and camera for scanning items or
inventory.

e All-day battery: Sized to “power through a whole day” of service on a single charge.

e Price competitive: Launched at around $399, undercutting some rivals like Clover Flex on
hardware cost.

¢ Multi-mode software: Access to Square’s redesigned POS with modes tailored to Quick
Service, Bar, and other verticals, plus Square for Restaurants for full-service dining.

Square Handheld is attractive for operators already in the Square ecosystem or those who want
a relatively low barrier to entry with familiar software and flexible hardware.

Clover Flex and Flex Pocket

Clover’s handheld line—especially Clover Flex and Flex Pocket—is pitched as a “mini-station”
you can carry.

Defining traits:

¢ All-in-one terminal: Around a 6-inch touchscreen with built-in receipt printer, barcode
scanner, and camera so servers can take orders, scan items, and print receipts tableside.

e Standalone or companion: Can operate alone or as part of a broader Clover setup with
countertop stations and KDS screens.

e On-the-go payments: Swipe, dip, tap, and mobile wallet acceptance for both in-house
and off-premise use (events, patios, curbside).



e Restaurant bundles: Often sold in restaurant-specific packages that include the Flex
handheld, main station, and 24 /7 support.

Clover Flex is common in mixed environments (fast casual, counter service, small full-service) where
operators want a single platform that can support both retail-style checkout and restaurant
workflows.

SpotOn Handheld

SpotOn has leaned heavily into handheld narratives, positioning them as tools to solve both labor
and guest-experience challenges.

What stands out:

e Larger handheld screen: A 6.5-inch touchscreen that's still small enough to fit in a pocket
but large enough to see deep menus and mods.

e Durability: IP54-rated for resistance to drops, spills, and dust in a fast-paced restaurant
environment.

¢ FOH-friendly Ul: The handheld interface mirrors the main POS, reducing training time and
cognitive load for staff switching between devices.

e Labor and upsell focus: SpotOn cites data that handhelds can reduce ticket times,
increase table turns, and even lift tips 5—7% because servers can stay with guests longer
and upsell more consistently.

e LTE capability: Devices can be configured with LTE to support outdoor patios, food trucks,
and off-premise catering.

SpotOn tends to resonate with full-service operators who want aggressive performance gains and
strong support, often with a consultative sales and training process.

Key comparison dimensions for operators

Instead of looking for a “winner,” it's more useful to structure the evaluation across a few practical
dimensions. This is where a restaurant consultant can add serious value.

1. Hardware ergonomics and durability
Questions to ask:

e Does the size and weight feel comfortable for servers carrying it for a 6—8 hour shift2

e Is the device rated for spills and drops (look for IP ratings like IP54)2

e Is the screen big enough for complex menus with deep modifier trees, but not so big it
feels like a burden?

In casual dining, a slightly larger screen (SpotOn, some Clover configurations) can speed order
entry. In tight bars or high-volume patios, a slimmer device (Square Handheld, Toast Go 2) may
be preferred.



2. Battery life and connectivity
Battery and connectivity determine whether handhelds are a delight or a headache.

e Battery: Can each device comfortably last a full shift with Wi-Fi, screen brightness, and
payment use? All-day claims (Toast, Square, Clover, SpotOn) are common, but your
concept’s actual usage pattern matters.

¢ Connectivity:

o Is your Wi-Fi reliable in every corner of the building—and on the patio?

o Do you need LTE for food trucks, curbside, or event catering (SpotOn, some others
offer this)?

o How gracefully does the system handle temporary offline moments?

Consultants can audit Wi-Fi coverage, recommend access point layouts, and model how many
devices and chargers a location truly needs per shift.

3. Payments and guest experience
Modern handhelds can do more than “run the card™:

e Contactless and wallets: Guests increasingly expect tap-to-pay and mobile wallets at
the table. Toast Go 2, Square Handheld, Clover Flex, and SpotOn Handheld all support
contactless and major wallets.

¢ Check management:

o Split checks by seat, item, or amount.
o Handle multiple tenders (cash + card + gift card).
o Move items between guests and merge or split tables.

e Gratuity presentation: How the tip screen is designed can influence guest perception and
server earnings. Some systems allow configuration of suggested percentages, custom
prompts, or guest-facing views.

From a consulting standpoint, optimizing these flows is money on the table: better design can
increase server tips while reducing awkward conversations.

4. Software depth and ecosystem
The handheld is just the front end of the restaurant’s data engine.
Evaluate:

e Menu and coursing sophistication: Can the handheld easily handle coursing, modifiers,
cook temps, “hold /fire,” and kitchen chit notes?

e KDS integration: Are tickets clearly labeled, color-coded, and routed to the right stations
(grill, fry, pantry, bar)?

e Online and off-prem integration: How cleanly do third-party orders, direct web orders,
and delivery orders show up on the handheld and in the kitchen?

¢ Back-office tools: Inventory, recipe costing, labor scheduling, real-time sales dashboards,
and multi-unit reporting all differ by vendor. Toast and SpotOn, for example, lean into



deeper restaurant-specific analytics, while Square and Clover offer broader multi-vertical
ecosystems.

An experienced consultant can map these capabilities to the operator’s real-world needs instead
of letting a feature checklist drive the decision.

5. Deployment models and concept fit

The “best” handheld solution is relative to the operation:

Independent full-service restaurant:
o Priorities: tableside ordering & payment, strong KDS integration, intuitive Ul for
mixed-experience staff, loyalty integration.
o Good fits: Restaurant-first ecosystems like Toast, SpotOn, or Square for
Restaurants with handhelds.
Fast casual / counter service:
o Priorities: line-busting, patio service, grab-and-go, minimal training.
o Good fits: Square or Clover setups where handhelds supplement a main counter
terminal.
Bars and high-volume drink programs:
o Priorities: fast ring-up, easy tab management, modifiers for cocktails, bar-mode
interfaces.
o Good fits: Square’s Bar mode, Toast’s bar workflows, SpotOn’s speed-of-service
emphasis.
Multi-unit groups and hybrids (restaurant + retail, etc.):
o Priorities: corporate reporting, flexible configurations across locations, integration
with non-restaurant verticals.
o Good fits: Clover or Square ecosystems for mixed-use operations, Toast/SpotOn
when the focus is purely restaurant.

A consultant’s role is to challenge assumptions—many owners default to the system they saw at
another restaurant without realizing their own menu, layout, and staffing model may demand
something different.

Cost structures and contract realities

Hardware price is just the beginning. Operators should look at:

Hardware financing vs up-front purchase (e.g., fixed monthly per device vs one-time
purchase).
Software tiers: Entry-level vs “pro” plans for reporting, advanced modules, loyalty, and
online ordering.
Payment processing:

o Are you locked into the vendor’s processor?

o Are rates flat or tiered?



o What are the fees for chargebacks and refunds?
e Add-ons: KDS screens, printers, cash drawers, online ordering modules, gift/loyalty
programs, and APl access can all add to the bill.

A consultant can build a total cost of ownership (TCO) model over 3-5 years, factoring in growth,
extra locations, and likely hardware refresh cycles—often revealing that the “cheaper” solution
isn’t always the least expensive over time.

Implementation pitfalls (and how to avoid them)

Even the best handheld ecosystem can fail if the rollout is sloppy. Some common issues:

¢ Underestimating device count: Too few devices leads to bottlenecks during peaks. A rule
of thumb is 1 handheld per active server during peak plus at least one spare.

e Weak Wi-Fi or network design: Old consumer-grade routers, dead zones on the patio,
and noisy RF environments kill the handheld experience. A site survey and proper access
point placement are essential.

e Poor change management: Dropping handhelds into a legacy operation without
retraining service sequences leads to chaos. You need updated floor plans, table
assignment methods, expo standards, and scripting for servers.

¢ Ignoring theft and loss: Handhelds are just small enough to walk away. Operators should
consider docking stations, device management tools, and clear policies.

e Guest perception: If the device looks too much like a personal phone, some guests worry
about security or professionalism. Purpose-built devices with branded cases or holsters can
reassure them.

A structured pilot, clear SOPs, and staged rollout—designed and overseen by a consultant—can
turn a risky technology shift into a controlled performance upgrade.

Where a restaurant consultant adds real value

Comparing handheld POS systems is not just about specs; it’s about aligning technology with your
service model, brand promise, and P&L. A seasoned restaurant consultant can:

e Audit the current operation: Analyze menu complexity, layout, average check, table
turns, and staffing to determine the true requirements for handhelds.

e Design the future state: Map how handhelds will change the guest journey—from
greeting to payment—and redesign server sections, expo, and bar workflows
accordingly.

¢ Run neutral vendor evaluations: Build RFPs, compare demos across Toast, Square,
Clover, SpotOn and others, and score them against real operational needs instead of
sales pitches.

¢ Model ROI: Quantify gains from faster table turns, labor reallocation, higher check
averages, and increased tips vs. the cost of hardware, software, and processing.

e Manage rollout and training: Create playbooks, train managers and servers, set up pilot
nights, and adjust station charts and service steps based on real feedback.

e Track post-launch performance: Monitor ticket times, voids, comps, and guest satisfaction
to fine-tune settings, layouts, and staff habits.



For operators, that expertise can be the difference between “we bought some expensive gadgets
that staff hates” and “we transformed our service model and paid for the investment in months,
not years.”
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