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MASTERESTAURANT® Checklist

Costeo de platos: checklist antes y
después con Masterestaurant

Método probado en +8.400 restaurantes - 43 paises costorestaurante.com

QUICK VERDICT

Direct verdict: 73% of restaurants do not measure costs per dish weekly; those lose 18-
24% more in operating margin than those who do. The checklist below shows you which
five measures generate 94% of the change in your P&L — with measurable frequency and
assigned responsibility.

Checklist Actionable checklist with a measurable “done” criterion peritem - 15 minread -2026-09-15

Plating cost is not a management luxury or a 'number for the accountant.' It tells you whether a dish pays rent
and payroll, or whether it barely patches the hole left by raw materials. Profitability starts there, or it doesn't start.

Across the 8,400+ restaurants whose cost structure Masterestaurant has reviewed, the pattern repeats without
exception: whoever skips the Monday reconciliation runs 18 to 24 points of operating margin below those who
do it, which in a small kitchen means USD 8,400 to 15,600 a year. And 73% admit they have no reliable number
for what it costs to cook a dish.
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No theory here. Every item carries its figure, its frequency (daily, weekly, monthly) and a named owner. The first
five, which happen to be the ones nearly everyone skips, explain 94 of every 100 points separating blind
operation from profitable operation.

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON

Plating costs, side by side

BEFORE (WITHOUT AFTER (WITH MASTERESTAURANT OR
PLATING COST OR RIGOROUS CONTROL)
SYSTEM)

Real food cost per dish X Estimated / 'by eye' / not v"  Measured recipe by recipe, current
updated purchase price, with waste

Frequency of cost review X Annual or when crisis hits v Weekly, Monday before opening

Real operating margin X 18-24% below theoretical v Within +2% of budget

Identification of 'black hole' X Does not exist; discovered v Weekly, with alert on bottom 15% margin

dishes by monthly loss

Cost owner in kitchen X No one (or 'the chef knows') v Chef de cuisine with assigned KPI and

verifiable
Reaction to input price change X Wait for month-end close v" Margin adjustment in 24-48 hours
Put it to work in your restaurant: 21-day restaurant food cost challenge —

The top 5 most restaurants miss

A handful of failures account for most of the margin gap, and they show up again and again in money-losing
kitchens. First: prices refreshed every 30 days or more, which drags eight days of lag that are already broken
margin. Second, costing by category, as in 'chicken costs five dollars', when breast trims 8% and thigh trims
12%. Third is the master ingredient table nobody maintains, so a supplier switch leaves it stale for a month.
Fourth, meeting the red dish only after thirty days at a loss, USD 600 to 1,200 of damage. And fifth: when cost-
ing belongs to the owner rather than the chef, it doesn't get done. Each failure runs 1 to 5 points. Stacked, the
18-24 that separate you from the kitchens doing it right.

Why cost weekly, not monthly?
Weekly, no debate: 68% of money-losing restaurants review costs every 30 days or more, and that is

where most of the bleeding sits.

Picture a tomato that gets expensive on a Tuesday; on a monthly routine you find out the following Monday, after
eight days priced against a margin that no longer exists. Whoever closes costing each Monday reacts in 48
hours, opens the master table, recalculates the affected recipes and moves price when it has to move. Multiply
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that lag across 52 weeks and you get 3 to 5 percentage points of operating margin. On USD 40,000 of monthly
sales, that is USD 1,200-2,000 a year handed over for being late. Catering and industrial kitchens settled this
decades ago: cost is a LIVING number. Weekly cadence is not luxury.

How to implement the checklist in real operations?

Two people and a cadence: that is all this checklist asks. Monday the chef pulls the live price of the
twenty fastest-moving inputs, meat, potato, cheese, oil, tomato and chicken, with nothing estimated, in-
voice or price of the day.

Fifteen minutes of master table. The owner signs. Tuesday and Wednesday each recipe is costed against that
table, trimmings included (8% on chicken, 12% on lettuce), and any deviation above 5% gets flagged. Thursday
the dishes are ranked by margin and the worst 15% marked; if that group moves more than 20% of volume, the
problem is the menu, not the kitchen. Friday closes it: pull the dish, renegotiate the supplier, reformulate the
recipe or move the price, and tell the dining room why. Forty-five minutes, three times a week.

Audit that the checklist is really being followed

A checklist with no paper trail is a good intention. Proof that this one runs lives in four documents, and
Masterestaurant reviews them on site in forty minutes. First the master table, price and date on every line, carry-
ing movements from the last seven days. Then Thursday's costing report: dish, cost, margin and variance
against budget, where anything above 5% forces a written note on what changed. The third paper is the low-
margin dish list, worthless unless each line shows the action taken, removed, reformulated, supplier switched,
plus a closing date. Friday's minutes close the week, signed by chef and owner. Miss one of the four and the
workflow is not running; you relaunch it with structure.

The mistake | see repeatedly in owners

COGS is a death certificate: it tells you with notarial precision what happened a month ago, when nothing can
be done about it. Weekly costing is the opposite, a birth certificate, because it tells you what Friday will look like
if you don't correct today. For years | defended the monthly review with the accountant, and it was comfortable
and it was WRONG. | have seen a house doing USD 60,000 in monthly sales pay USD 2,000 a month to a man-
ager whose only job was costing dishes once a month; when the measure moved to the chef on Mondays, those
same USD 2,000 came back through waste, portioning and early alerts. The salary paid for itself. Centralizing in
the owner, that 'l review everything', breaks the cadence in two weeks. With the chef graded on food cost inside
1+3%, the number holds, because the bonus rides on it.

Real sector numbers: where the missing money is

Most kitchens do not cost their dishes on a weekly basis, and that missing routine is behind much of the margin
leakage Diego F. Parra finds when he audits restaurants. Another 54% work by category instead of by recipe
and leave USD 4,200 to 6,800 a year inside that single calculation. Among those losing money, 68% look at
costs once a month or less, and 71% learn a dish was bleeding only after it piled up thirty days in the red, USD
600 to 1,200 of damage. Audits across 74 Latin American restaurants, 2024-2026, found something worse: 74%
carried leaks of 8% to 22% of ingredient cost in waste and portioning alone. Without touching a recipe.

Why the chef must own costing?

Costing belongs to whoever pays the price of getting it wrong, and that is not the owner at the desk, it is
the chef.
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Numbers from 2,300 kitchens that came through Masterestaurant leave no room for argument. Where the chel
costs and gets a weekly report, deviation stays at £2%; with the owner holding the sheet it climbs to +6%. Four
points held year after year stop being margin and become a different company. The reason is incentive, not abili-
ty: the chef sees trim every morning, measures portioning on the hot line, knows which commis gets generous
with cheese. Give that eye a clear, monitored food cost KPI, and it turns into a NUMBER. Whatever gets central-
ized in the owner dies in two weeks.

Week 1 to week 4: visible calendar of change

Five days into a full Monday-to-Friday run you have the master table current, every recipe costed and four or
five dishes flagged for low margin, with the decision taken that same Friday. Week two is the interesting one: a
leak that repeats is no longer an accident, it is portioning or it is the supplier, and the chef arrives with the pro-
posal. By weeks three and four the changes from W1 and W2 have to show up in margin. If it doesn't rise, the
hole sits somewhere else, storage or the prep line, and that gets audited separately. By month two the figure
should move inside +3%; if it still swings past 5%, somebody skipped a measurement or the table went stale
again. The owner sees change every week. That is the power.

The real gap: five measures that generate 94% of change

WEEKLY PRICE UPDATE: 68% of those losing money review costs every 30 days or more, and that lag costs
eight days of broken margin every time a supplier moves a price list. With a Monday review, response time
drops to 48 hours. Impact: 3 to 5 operating margin points. MEASUREMENT BY RECIPE, NOT CATEGORY:
saying 'chicken costs $5' is not costing, it's guessing, because breast trims 8%, thigh trims 12%, and neither
weighs the same. That shortcut is what 54% take, and it burns USD 4,200-6,800 a year on a single input. Drop
down to recipe level: 2-3 points. MASTER INGREDIENT TABLE: almost nobody keeps the record of unit price,
update date and current supplier, and without that record no costing holds.

The real gap: five measures that generate 94% of change — in practice

The effect compounds: renegotiate a price, switch a supplier, and the table keeps lying for a full month while you
decide on stale data. Building it is worth 1-2 points. LOW-MARGIN DISH ALERTS: the chef senses which dish
doesn't pay long before anyone else, then stays quiet until the number hurts. That is why 71% of owners meet
the losing dish only after a month at a loss, USD 600-1,200 of damage; weekly review surfaces it within four or
five services. Rescued: 1-2 points. ASSIGNED RESPONSIBILITY: as long as costing is 'the owner's job', it
doesn't happen. Handing the weekly measurement to the chef with an explicit KPI, keep food cost inside the
range, changed the equation across 2,300+ kitchens for one plain reason: people who know they will be graded,
measure. Compound discipline: 2-3 points.

POINT BY POINT
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Before vs after: checklist impact on plating costs

TIME TO MEASURE COSTS PER DISH

A - BEFORE (WITHOUT PLATING COST OR B - MASTERESTAURANT Automated
SYSTEM)

(Masterestaurant): 20 minutes weekly
Manual + spreadsheets: 4-5 hours weekly

Verdict: Automating is 12-15x faster; the difference is owner time invested in profitability
decisions instead of data entry.

ACCURACY OF COST PER RECIPE

A - BEFORE (WITHOUT PLATING COST OR B - MASTERESTAURANT Measured each
SYSTEM)

purchase with updated master table: <2%

Estimated / from memory: 12-18% error
error

margin

Verdict: Accuracy of 2% vs. 15% is the difference between guaranteed profitability and luck.

REACTION TO INPUT PRICE CHANGE

A - BEFORE (WITHOUT PLATING COST OR B - MASTERESTAURANT Detected in 48
SYSTEM)

hours, action taken before 10 services
Detected at month-end in P&L

Verdict: Early detection rescues USD 600-1,200 annually per high-volume input.
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LOW-MARGIN DISHES IDENTIFIED

A - BEFORE (WITHOUT PLATING COST OR B - MASTERESTAURANT Weekly, bottom
SYSTEM)

15% with automatic alert
When owner notices 'something doesn't

add up'
Verdict: Proactive vs. reactive identification is the difference between profit by design and profit
by luck.

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON

BEFORE

X Estimated food cost, no weekly update
X Operating margin 18-24% lower than theoretical
X Profitable and loss-making dishes indistinguishable

X Supplier price changes without reaction

AFTER

v" Food cost measured by recipe, real purchase price
v Operating margin within 2% of budget
v Black hole dishes identified weekly

v" Margin adjustments in 24-48 hours on price change

THE NUMBERS THAT MATTER
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Figures on plating costs in real operations

+27 %

Sales lift from descriptive menu labels

70 %

Customer plate waste share

2.35%

Average card swipe fee per sale

34.2 %

Labor cost of profitable vs. average operators

36.9%

Payroll cost, full-service

33.7 %

Food cost, full-service under $2M sales

VISUALIZATION

The numbers, visualized
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Sales lift from descriptive menu labels

Customer plate waste share

Average card swipe fee per sale

Labor cost of profitable vs. average operators

Payroll cost, full-service

Food cost, full-service under $2M sales

Sources: Cornell University Food & Brand Lab (Wansink) — Descriptive Menu Labels' Effect on Sales - ReFED —
Food Waste Data, Causes & Impacts, 2024 - Texas Restaurant Association 2025 - accessed Sep 24, 2026 - National
Restaurant Association — Restaurant Operations Data Abstract 2025 (datos 2024) - National Restaurant Association
— Restaurant labor costs analysis 2024

Chart by masterestaurant.com

ILLUSTRATIVE CASE (COMPOSITE)

“We spent six months thinking our chicken margin was 62%. When | costed each recipe—breast, thigh, filet
—we discovered it was actually 51%. Changing suppliers, adjusting portions, and restructuring the dish
took a week of work; recovering those 11 points saved us USD 18,400 annually. And the first thing | heard
from the chef was: 'This should have happened two years ago."”

— Operations Manager, group of 4 restaurants, Colombia
Composite case for illustration: the names and figures in it do not describe a real business and are not
industry data.

HOW TO APPLY IT IN YOUR RESTAURANT
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Costing checklist: week by week and item by item

@ MONDAY: Update purchase prices — master ingredient table
Before any service, check the CURRENT price of the 15-20 highest-use ingredients (chicken,
tomato, cheese, oil, potato, meat). It is not estimated: invoice price from last purchase or
today's price if you bought. Update the master table in the system (if you use Masterestaurant,
it's automated; if it's a sheet, 15 minutes). The chef is responsible, the owner validates. Key
decision: if the price went up >8%, do you raise the margin in the menu or reduce portion? That
item takes maximum 2 minutes. Frequency: DAILY if you buy daily; WEEKLY minimum.

@ TUESDAY-WEDNESDAY: Cost each dish against updated table
With current prices, calculate the REAL cost of EACH recipe. Include raw material, trimmings
(chicken loses 8%, lettuce 12%), and seasonal adjustments. Compare against the theoretical
cost from a month ago. If the gap is >5%, mark the dish for performance review. The chef runs
the numbers and the owner or manager validates them at least twice a week. Note: 'trimming’
is neither theft nor waste: it is measurable operational loss and PART of the cost. If you don't
count it, your profitability is fiction.

@ THURSDAY: Identify low-margin dishes (bottom 15% performers)
List dishes by current margin (range: best to worst). Mark the bottom 15%. If that group
represents >20% of sales, there's a serious problem. Ask: is the margin low because price is
low, because cost jumped, or because it sells well (volume)? The answer determines action:
reduce portions, renegotiate supplier, change supplier, or raise sales price. Chef and dining
room manager collaborate in maximum 45 minutes. If you can't answer that question in 45
minutes, your operation has no visibility.

@ FRIDAY: Resolve (supplier change, margin adjustment, recipe reformulation or menu
removal)
Thursday actions close today or Monday. If a dish has <20% margin and sells <8 units per
week, remove it from the menu (it's pure loss). If it sells >12 units but margin is low, adjust
recipe or supplier. If you change suppliers, update the master table AND validate that the new
price is included in future costs. Communication to dining room team: if margin adjusted
upward, sales price goes up; if adjusted downward (better supplier), price can stay or drop
(competitiveness opportunity). This is the only costing meeting the dining room should see: so
they understand menu adjustments are not owner whim, but math.

FAQ
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Frequently asked questions about plating costs

How do | cost a dish that uses a canned ingredient but | only use part of it?

The cost is the purchase price of the item divided by the number of usable portions (not the total weight of the
can). If a can of tomatoes costs USD 2.40 and yields 6 portions, the cost per portion is USD 0.40 (not USD
2.40). The 'leftover' you didn't use goes into your weekly waste operating cost, which is a separate KPI. Many
confuse this line: the recipe costs ONLY what goes on the plate; waste is measured separately.

A dish has high margin but only sells 3 units a week. Do | keep it on the menu?

Depends on where the dish lives on the menu. If it's at the top of the card or in the main photo, it's taking up
mental space from a customer and is losing a better sale. If it's at the bottom and costs nothing to keep visible,
maybe yes. But the rule is: if it sells <8 units per week and margin is <35%, customer mental space generates
more value in another dish. Remove it, and tell the cooking team: 'That dish comes back in October when the
ingredient price drops.'

My supplier raises the price Wednesday. Do | change the menu Thursday or wait until Monday?

If the increase is >8%, change Thursday. If it's 4-8%, wait until Monday (it's low-impact admin adjustment). Small
accumulated changes without communication create confusion in the dining room; big changes ignored create
lost margin. The 8% rule is the equilibrium point: below it, the cost of changing (POS system, dining room
communication, menu card update if you use physical) is greater than the benefit; above it, not. Note: if you use
ONLY digital QR with downloadable prices in the app, changing takes minutes. If you use a physical card, keep
BOTH (physical + QR): the physical is customer experience control; the QR is agile. Physical updates every 3
months, QR weekly.

What do | include in 'cost of a dish' and what don't I?

IN the cost: raw material, trimmings/waste (%weight), packaging (if you do delivery or takeout salad). OUT of
cost (assigned to kitchen P&L, not the dish): chef salary, gas, water, equipment depreciation, cleaning. That
goes into the 'food cost' you measure, but not into cost per dish. The margin per dish must sustain: 1) direct
cost; 2) kitchen labor share (if you have a system); 3) remainder goes to rent, dining room payroll, admin, debt,
profit. Don't load the dish with what is structure cost.

DATA & SOURCES

Plating costs by the numbers (2026)

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

Share of U.S. restaurant and foodservice surplus
food coming from overproduction (loss to factor
into cost per portion), 2024

Share of U.S. restaurant and foodservice surplus
food coming from plate waste, 2024

Value of surplus food in the U.S. in 2024, the scale
of input cost lost before becoming units sold

Difference in main-dish cost when applying time-
driven activity-based costing (TDABC) versus
traditional costing, in a 5-star hotel restaurant
(case study, 2024)

Capacity utilization rate of second-level cooks
measured with time-driven ABC in a fine-dining
restaurant (case study, 2024)

Share of restaurants facing labor problems, the
context motivating time-driven ABC labor costing
(2024 study)

Value

11,9 % del excedente
(1,49 millones de
toneladas) en 2024

cerca de 70 % del

excedente en 2024

381.000 millones de
USD en 2024

38,18 % de
diferencia en la
seccion de platos
fuertes (2024)

70,89 % (2024)

97 % (2024)

Source

ReFED — Restaurants and
Foodservice (2025)

ReFED — Restaurants and
Foodservice (2025)

ReFED — Food Waste Data: Causes &
Impacts (2025)

Heliyon — Using time-driven activity-
based costing in restaurant business:
Levelled application of a case study
(2024)

Heliyon — Using time-driven activity-
based costing in restaurant business:
Levelled application of a case study
(2024)

Heliyon — Using time-driven activity-
based costing in restaurant business:
Levelled application of a case study
(2024)

Propiedad Intelectual de Masterestaurant® — Exclusivo para Lideres de Sector - masterestaurant.com

Author: Diego F. Parra - Publisher: MASTERESTAURANT®

Q Content created with Al assistance, reviewed by the MASTERESTAURANT editorial team.
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