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Q U I C K  V E R D I C T

Verdict: the mistake is reading prime cost as a monthly average; the fix is reading it by
daypart. Per the National Restaurant Association (2026), 69% of operators report efficiency
gains from adding technology, and that efficiency plays out hour by hour: the same
kitchen that runs a healthy 55-60% prime cost at noon can bleed at 4 p.m. with staff paid
and the dining room empty. Measure occupancy by daypart, cross food cost against labor
in that window, and cut the dead hours before touching the menu.
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The average urban restaurant owner reviews prime cost —food cost plus labor cost— once a month against the
P&L. That average lies. It hides profitable dayparts that subsidize windows burning cash. Per the National
Restaurant Association (2026), 69% of operators who added technology reported efficiency gains; almost all of
that gain lives in the hourly detail, not the aggregate number.

This analysis synthesizes real public data from 2024-2026 —National Restaurant Association, Toast, Deloitte,
Intouch Insight, Circana, Restroworks, OpenTable— and reads it with a consultant's lens: we measure no
proprietary sample, we organize external evidence to answer a question almost no one asks, how much prime
cost shifts between noon and 10 p.m., and what cash decision that hourly map triggers in the urban restaurant.

Diego F. Parra's thesis: healthy prime cost is not a monthly ceiling, it is a per-daypart pattern. A venue averaging
62% but running three hours at 95% doesn't have a menu problem; it has a staffing-calendar problem.
Hospitality is built in the full daypart; it is destroyed —financially— in the empty daypart with payroll switched on.

S I D E - B Y- S I D E  C O M PA R I S O N

Side-by-side comparison

MISTAKE: PRIME COST AS A

MONTHLY AVERAGE

FIX: PRIME COST MAPPED BY

DAYPART

Unit of measurement ✕ 1 number a month against the
P&L

✓ Prime cost per 2h daypart, crossed
with occupancy
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MISTAKE: PRIME COST AS A

MONTHLY AVERAGE

FIX: PRIME COST MAPPED BY

DAYPART

Off-premise traffic (Circana) ✕ Ignored; ~75% of traffic is off-
premise, unseen

✓ Room vs. off-premise split: ~40% of
sales online (Statista)

Payroll in the valley hour ✕ Fixed staff 11am-11pm with no
occupancy read

✓ Dead daypart trimmed; NRA 2025:
32% still short-staffed

Drive-thru / pickup channel ✕ Blended into a single dining-
room food cost

✓ 65% of QSR orders go through drive-
thru (Intouch Insight 2025)

Repeat customer by daypart ✕ No segmentation of who comes
and when

✓ 65-80% of sales are from repeats
(Restroworks 2025)

Technology / operational AI ✕ No daypart data to decide on ✓ 81% of operators will expand AI in
ordering (Toast 2025)

Finding 1 — Why does your monthly prime cost lie about your urban restaurant?
Your monthly prime cost lies because it averages profitable time slots with slots that burn cash, and that
aggregate number hides the real break-even of each hour.

The average owner reviews it once a month against the P&L; sees 62% and relaxes. But that 62% can be a
lunch running at 48% subsidizing three afternoon hours at 95%. According to the National Restaurant
Association (2026), 69% of operators who added technology reported efficiency gains, and almost all of that
gain lives in the hourly detail, not the average. With ~75% of traffic already off-premise (Circana), an empty din‐
ing room at 4:00 p.m. with the hot line running is pure prime cost with no table revenue. I've seen it in dozens of
restaurants: the problem isn't the menu, it's the staffing calendar glued to a dead slot. The hourly prime cost map
is the tool that answers a question almost nobody asks: how much cost varies between noon and 10:00 p.m.,
and which cash decision drives it.

Finding 2 — The hourly map almost nobody builds
This analysis synthesizes real public data from 2024-2026 —National Restaurant Association, Toast, Deloitte,
Intouch Insight, Circana, OpenTable— read through a consultant's lens; we don't measure our own sample, we
organize external evidence. The thesis of Diego F. Parra at Masterestaurant: a healthy prime cost isn't a monthly
ceiling, it's a per-slot pattern. With ~40% of sales already online (Statista) and 65% of QSR orders going through
drive-thru in 2025 (Intouch Insight, down from 83% in 2020), the channel reshapes the margin hour by hour. A
place averaging 62% but with three hours at 95% doesn't have a menu problem; it has a staffing calendar
switched on in the wrong slot. Staffing is the fastest lever over prime cost because it can be reassigned in one
shift, while redesigning the menu takes weeks. The National Restaurant Association (2025) reports that 32% of
operators are still short-staffed, down from 78% in 2021; the problem is no longer hiring, it's assigning.

Finding 3 — Staffing is the fastest lever, not food cost
Fitting the shift to the full slot lowers labor cost without touching the plate. The mistake I see over and over: six
people on the floor at 4:00 p.m. with an empty room, and four at 8:00 p.m. with a waitlist. With 74% of operators
viewing technology as a complement, not a replacement for labor (Deloitte, 2025), the correct read isn't to fire:
it's to move hands to the slot that bills. Close the hot line in the valley, leave only pickup, and that hour's prime
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cost drops from 95% to something healthy. The channel changes contribution margin by slot because the same
dish leaves different cash depending on whether it comes through the dining room, pickup, or delivery. With
~40% of sales already online (Statista) and ~75% of traffic off-premise (Circana), the 4:00 p.m. slot shouldn't
sustain a full floor brigade: it should run as a pickup kitchen with minimal payroll.

Finding 4 — The channel changes contribution margin by slot
65% of QSR orders already go through drive-thru in 2025 (Intouch Insight), a signal the guest moved to the fast
channel in the valley. Reading prime cost by slot tells you exactly which hour to close the hot table and leave
only the off-premise channel. Diego puts it this way: hospitality is built in the full slot and destroyed —financially
— in the empty slot with payroll running. 81% of operators plan to expand AI in reservations and ordering (Toast,
2025): that tech only pays if you know which slot to optimize. The mid-afternoon valley is the slot that almost al‐
ways burns an urban restaurant's prime cost, and the number proves it. Take a place averaging 61% monthly
prime cost: open the hourly map and lunch runs at 52%, dinner at 58%, but the 3:00 to 5:00 p.m. window spikes
to 96% because there are four people on payroll for eight covers.

Finding 5 — Real case: the 3:00 to 5:00 p.m. valley
Reassigning two of those hands to the dinner slot —which was running short— and operating the afternoon on
pickup only cuts that window's labor cost nearly in half. The 32% of operators short-staffed (National Restaurant
Association, 2025) confirms the hands exist, they were just badly placed. With repeat customers driving be‐
tween 65% and 80% of sales (Restroworks, 2025), protecting the valley's cash without degrading the full-slot ex‐
perience is the move that separates the operator who survives from the one who scales. You can read prime
cost by slot with the POS you already own, crossing hourly sales against scheduled labor-hours and the food
cost of each stretch. 69% of operators reported efficiency gains from adding technology (National Restaurant
Association, 2026), but 74% see it as a complement, not a replacement (Deloitte, 2025): the decision stays hu‐
man. Export a typical week's sales by slot, divide by each stretch's labor cost, add the food cost; any hour above
70% prime cost is an alarm.

Finding 6 — How to read your prime cost hour by hour without pricey software
With ~40% of sales online (Statista), also split margin by channel: dining room, pickup, and delivery don't cost
the same. The Masterestaurant method Diego F. Parra applies always starts from the hourly map before touch‐
ing the menu, because moving a shift pays cash this week and redesigning the menu pays next quarter. The ac‐
tion that lowers your prime cost fastest is reassigning staff from the dead slot to the full slot, and you can exe‐
cute it this week without spending a dime. Start by identifying your worst hourly window —almost always mid-af‐
ternoon— where labor cost runs above 90% with an empty room. 32% of operators are still short-staffed (Na‐
tional Restaurant Association, 2025), so you don't have spare hands: you have badly placed hands. With 81% of
operators expanding AI in reservations and ordering (Toast, 2025) and 65% of QSR traffic already in drive-thru
(Intouch Insight, 2025), the valley should run as a fast-channel kitchen, not a full room.

Finding 7 — The concrete action this week
Move two people from the valley to dinner, close the hot line in the dead slot, and leave only pickup. That single
adjustment, measured by slot and not by monthly average, is what turns a 62% prime cost into a healthy hourly
pattern. The monthly average hides each daypart's real break-even; the hourly map exposes it. Per Circana,
~75% of traffic is already off-premise, so an empty dining room at 4 p.m. with the kitchen running is pure prime
cost with no table revenue. Seeing it by daypart tells you which hour to close the hot line and keep only pickup.
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Staff is the fastest lever on prime cost, not food cost. The National Restaurant Association (2025) reports 32% of
operators are still short-staffed (down from 78% in 2021); that means the problem is no longer hiring, it's assign‐
ing. Aligning the shift to the full daypart lowers labor cost without touching the plate.

Finding 8 — The 3 differences that change the cash
Channel changes contribution margin by daypart. With ~40% of sales already online (Statista) and 65% of QSR
orders via drive-thru (Intouch Insight 2025), the afternoon daypart can be profitable on pickup even with an emp‐
ty room. The hourly map separates those unit economics; the average blends and confuses them.

P O I N T  B Y  P O I N T

Mistake vs. fix: analysis by criterion

UNIT OF ANALYSIS

A ·  M I S TA K E :  P R I M E  C O S T  A S  A M O N T H LY
AV E R A G E

One aggregate monthly prime cost against
the P&L

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Prime cost per

2h window crossed with occupancy

Verdict: B: the average hides the cash-burning daypart; the map exposes it.

CUT LEVER

A ·  M I S TA K E :  P R I M E  C O S T  A S  A M O N T H LY
AV E R A G E

Cut the menu and renegotiate suppliers

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Reassign payroll

from the dead daypart to the full one

Verdict: B: with 32% of operators still short-staffed (NRA 2025), the problem is assigning, not
hiring.
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CHANNEL TREATMENT

A ·  M I S TA K E :  P R I M E  C O S T  A S  A M O N T H LY
AV E R A G E

One food cost blending room and off-
premise

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Unit economics

separated by channel and daypart

Verdict: B: with ~40% of sales online (Statista), afternoons can be profitable on pickup even with
an empty room.

ROLE OF TECHNOLOGY

A ·  M I S TA K E :  P R I M E  C O S T  A S  A M O N T H LY
AV E R A G E

The POS only issues tickets

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T The POS exports

sales by hour for the map

Verdict: B: 69% improved efficiency with technology (NRA 2026); the data already exists.

CUSTOMER FOCUS

A ·  M I S TA K E :  P R I M E  C O S T  A S  A M O N T H LY
AV E R A G E

Every cover is treated the same

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T The repeat-

customer daypart is protected

Verdict: B: 65-80% of sales come from repeats (Restroworks 2025).

S I D E - B Y- S I D E  C O M PA R I S O N
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The mistake: managing by the average W H AT  M O S T  D O

The fix: read the hourly map M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T

Reviews prime cost once a month against the P&L✕

Schedules fixed open-to-close staff with no occupancy read✕

Blends dining room, delivery and pickup into one aggregate food cost✕

Doesn't know which daypart is profitable and which subsidizes the rest✕

Cuts the menu before reviewing the payroll calendar✕

Measures prime cost in 2h windows crossed with real occupancy✓

Aligns payroll to the traffic curve by daypart✓

Separates unit economics for room, off-premise and drive-thru✓

Identifies the dead daypart and acts on it first✓

Cites every decision to a real external data point, not a hunch✓

S I D E - B Y- S I D E  C O M PA R I S O N

Side-by-side comparison

MISTAKE: PRIME COST AS A

MONTHLY AVERAGE

FIX: PRIME COST MAPPED BY

DAYPART

Unit of measurement ✕ 1 number a month against the
P&L

✓ Prime cost per 2h daypart, crossed
with occupancy

Off-premise traffic (Circana) ✕ Ignored; ~75% of traffic is off-
premise, unseen

✓ Room vs. off-premise split: ~40% of
sales online (Statista)

Payroll in the valley hour ✕ Fixed staff 11am-11pm with no
occupancy read

✓ Dead daypart trimmed; NRA 2025:
32% still short-staffed

Drive-thru / pickup channel ✕ Blended into a single dining-
room food cost

✓ 65% of QSR orders go through drive-
thru (Intouch Insight 2025)
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MISTAKE: PRIME COST AS A

MONTHLY AVERAGE

FIX: PRIME COST MAPPED BY

DAYPART

Repeat customer by daypart ✕ No segmentation of who comes
and when

✓ 65-80% of sales are from repeats
(Restroworks 2025)

Technology / operational AI ✕ No daypart data to decide on ✓ 81% of operators will expand AI in
ordering (Toast 2025)

T H E  N U M B E R S  T H AT  M AT T E R

The 2026 scorecard: figures that build the map

V ISUAL I ZAT ION

The numbers, visualized

75%
of traffic is already off-premise

40%
of sales come from online ordering

65%
of QSR orders go through
drive-thru (was 83% in 2020)

69%
of operators reported efficiency gains from technology

32%
of operators are still short-staffed (was 78% in 2021)

65%
to 80% of sales come from repeat customers
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of traffic is already off-premise

75%

of sales come from online ordering

40%

of QSR orders go through drive-thru (was 83% in 2020)

65%

of operators reported efficiency gains from technology

69%

of operators are still short-staffed (was 78% in 2021)

32%

to 80% of sales come from repeat customers

65%

Sources: Circana 2025 · Statistics Canada (Statista) 2024, 2025 · Intouch Insight 2025 · National Restaurant
Association 2026 · National Restaurant Association 2025

Chart by masterestaurant.com

R E A L  C A S E

“A neighborhood bistro I advised averaged 63% prime cost and thought it had a menu problem. When we
mapped by daypart, noon ran at 56% and the 3-6 p.m. window at 94%: three cooks and two servers
for eight covers. We closed the hot line in the afternoon, kept only pickup and coffee, and reassigned
shifts to dinner. Monthly prime cost fell to 58% without changing a single dish. It wasn't the menu; it was
the calendar.”

— Diego F. Parra, Masterestaurant — consultant reading of an advisory case

H O W  T O  A P P LY  I T  I N  Y O U R  R E S TA U R A N T

How to situate yourself: 4 steps to draw your hourly map

1 1. Define your dayparts and metrics
Split the day into 2h windows (open, noon, afternoon valley, dinner, close). In each, compute
prime cost = food cost + labor cost for that daypart, divided by that daypart's sales. Per the
National Restaurant Association (2026), 69% of operators improved efficiency with technology;
the modern POS already exports sales by hour, so the data is available without manual auditing.
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2 2. Cross real occupancy against payroll
Overlay the occupied-covers curve per daypart with the paid staff hours in that same window.
The National Restaurant Association (2025) reports 32% of operators are still short-staffed; the
goal isn't cutting heads, it's moving hours from the dead daypart to the full one. The window
where payroll exceeds room revenue is your first cut.

3 3. Separate channels by daypart
Break out dining room, delivery and drive-thru/pickup. With ~75% of traffic off-premise (Circana)
and 65% of QSR orders via drive-thru (Intouch Insight 2025), a dead room daypart can still be
profitable on pickup with a reduced kitchen. That unit-economics split decides whether you close
the room or just the hot line.

4 4. Act on the daypart, not the menu
Cut the cash-burning hour first: adjust the shift, close the hot line, concentrate menu
engineering on the full daypart. Since 65-80% of sales come from repeats (Restroworks 2025),
protect the daypart they show up in. Re-measure in 30 days: prime cost should fall without
touching the plate.

FA Q

Frequently asked questions on prime cost by daypart

What is prime cost and why measure it by daypart?

Prime cost is food cost plus labor cost, the metric that most defines a restaurant's health. Measuring it by
daypart reveals which hours are profitable and which subsidize; the monthly average hides a 94% afternoon
behind a healthy noon.

What's a healthy prime cost for the urban restaurant in 2026?

The healthy range usually sits between 55% and 60% of sales, with per-dish food cost never above 32%. By
daypart, tolerate occasional peaks, but a window chronically above 85% signals payroll misaligned with
occupancy, not a menu problem.

Does technology help read prime cost by daypart?

Yes. Per the National Restaurant Association (2026), 69% of operators improved efficiency with technology, and
81% will expand AI in ordering per Toast (2025). The modern POS exports sales by hour, which makes the
hourly map possible without manual auditing.
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Should I close the dead daypart or just the hot line?

It depends on the channel. With ~75% of traffic off-premise per Circana and 65% of QSR orders via drive-thru
per Intouch Insight (2025), it's often better to close the hot line and keep pickup with reduced staff, rather than
closing entirely.

D ATA  &  S O U R C E S

Sector data 2026 (official sources)

Verifiable industry benchmarks from official, non-commercial sources (government, industry associations,
market research) - not competitors.

Metric
Benchmark
2026

Source

Aumento de ingresos que genera la personalización de la
experiencia

5-15%
McKinsey — The next frontier of
personalized marketing 2021

Reducción del costo de adquisición de clientes gracias a
la personalización

hasta 50%
McKinsey — The next frontier of
personalized marketing 2021

Mayor porción de ingresos que las empresas de rápido
crecimiento derivan de la personalización

40% más
McKinsey — The next frontier of
personalized marketing 2021

Consumidores más propensos a recomprar en empresas
que personalizan

78% McKinsey — What is personalization

Consumidores que esperan que las promociones se
personalicen según sus preferencias

42% McKinsey — What is personalization

Consumidores que quieren ofertas basadas en su
historial de compras

29% McKinsey — What is personalization
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