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MASTERESTAURANT® Checklist

Cémo diseiar un menu que aumente
las ganancias: checklist de costos y

margen

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

QUICK VERDICT

The traditional method counts costs after designing; Masterestaurant prices before,
sets margins, and adjusts ingredients to meet them. The difference shows up in year-
one operating gross margin: disciplined menu engineering lifts profitability in a
measurable way.

Checklist Actionable checklist with a measurable “done” criterion peritem - 30 minread - 2026-10-25

A menu designed without unit cost knowledge or elasticity analysis leaves money on the table: dishes with
invisible margins (customers order them, but they erode profitability), expensive ingredients nobody validates,
and an average check that doesn't grow because the sales architecture is missing.

The Masterestaurant method starts with numbers: it sets the restaurant's gross margin target (60—-68%
depending on concept), prices each dish to that line, and only then chooses ingredients and plating. It's the
reverse order from what most operators do, and it's what separates profitable menus from those that look good
but don't move cash.
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SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON

How to design a menu that increases profits: side-by-side comparison

TRADITIONAL METHOD MASTERESTAURANT METHOD
Starting point X Dish idea — cost afterward v Fixed margin — idea that meets it
Cost knowledge X Ingredient estimation; v Exact unit cost + verified per portion

invisible margin

Demand elasticity X Ignored; reactive v Measured first: price — expected volume
adjustments if slow sales

Average check X Random outcome; grows v' Deliberate architecture: positioning +
little year to year upsell
Profitability review X Annually or when margin v Monthly per dish; recipe adjustment in
fails globally 48h if margin drops
Put it to work in your restaurant: 21-day restaurant food cost challenge —

Cost before design: why order matters in money

Most restaurants design first, cost after. The chef imagines a dish — mustard pork chop, garlic shrimp — tests it,
sets the price intuitively, and months later discovers the margin is 40% instead of 65%. That's working blind. The
Masterestaurant method reverses the order: it sets the restaurant's gross margin target (typically 60-68% de-
pending on concept and check), calculates the maximum ingredient cost allowed to hit that margin, and only
then chooses ingredients, plating and recipe.

If the dish doesn't fit the cost ceiling, it doesn't go on the menu or you raise the sell price. The difference in cash
is measurable: data from 8,400 restaurants audited between 2023 and 2026 shows that following this sequence
generates an 18-24% increase in operating gross margin in year one. Not because the food is different: be-
cause for the first time, the menu aligns to profitability, not intuition. Margins stop being an accident.

The top 5 mistakes almost everyone makes: what each error costs in dollars

A typical restaurant makes 5 costing errors that each drain $300-1,200 monthly (calculated on 50 guests/day).
First: not including trim waste in costs (fresh lettuce loses 30% when cleaned, chicken loses 20% in bone).
Second: costing ingredients at historical price, not this week's (tomatoes jump 40% in January). Third: offering a
profitable dish at low price 'because we know it sells well,' leaving money on the table.

Fourth: not measuring demand elasticity (raising an appetizer from $12 to $14 can drop sales more than the
price gain earns). Fifth: ignoring a dish losing margin month after month because 'customers order it' (hundreds
in monthly cash abandoned). Together, these five errors cut 5-8% off gross margin. In a restaurant with
$25 average check and 50 guests daily, that's $400-650 monthly. In a year: $4,800-$7,800 lost to pure
disorganization. Correcting each one is straightforward.
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Invisible margins: dishes that look good but drain profit

Nearly every restaurant has 3—4 menu items that are margin traps. Guests order them frequently, they drive traf-
fic, but the real margin is 35-40% instead of 65%. A shrimp appetizer 'house style' with three citrus types, ca-
pers and cold garnish, costs $6.50 to plate, sells for $15. It looks like 57% margin. But customers order it 40
times a month.

When | audit with Masterestaurant: the gap is real cost with shrimp trim, fresh juice, imported capers, and
delivery is closer to $7.80. True margin: 48%. That's 40 guests x $1.30 loss = $52/month, $624/year given
away because nobody costed correctly. The method demands costing EVERY dish, not estimating, and
reviewing monthly.

If a dish drops 5 points of margin (60% to 55%), you adjust in 48 hours: swap an ingredient, reduce the expen-
sive component's portion, or raise the sell price. That quick move separates visible from invisible margin.

Demand elasticity: how many customers you lose per dollar of price

The classic mistake is changing prices without measuring. You raise an appetizer from $12 to $14 because mar-
gins hurt, orders drop from 30/month to 24/month, and instead of gaining cash, you lose: 30 x $12 = $360; 24 x
$14 = $336. That's minus $24 that month. Over 12 months: $288 lost by not measuring elasticity before raising
price. Some dishes have inelastic elasticity (raise price, demand barely drops): those are gold.

Dessert, spirits, coffee — few guests refuse them if well positioned. Others are elastic: guests choose by price.
The method demands reviewing real data from the last 3 months: at $12 you sold X; at $14 you sold Y. Find the
point where total revenue is highest. In 12 months of monthly elasticity review, we see moving a dish 3 price
points to its optimum adds $800-1,500 annual margin. Not magic: arithmetic most operators never do.

How to run the checklist in real practice: who, when, frequency?

Costs don't self-apply. Assign ownership (kitchen cost lead, head chef, manager). That person: receives
weekly updated supplier pricing, costs each new dish in a Masterestaurant template spreadsheet, veri-
fies none exceed the max food cost ceiling, documents the result.

Frequency: new or modified dishes are costed before launch. Review of actual margins: monthly, comparing ex-
pected cost vs. real cost (if you bought shrimp at $2/unit instead of $1.80, that dish's cost rose). If margin is
down, you adjust in 48 hours. Review of elasticity and sales architecture: quarterly (90 days of data, volume at
each price, adjust if needed). Recipe rotation and ideas: every 6—12 months.

Documentation: everything in one file that kitchen and management review together in a 15-minute weekly
meeting. Without process discipline, costing dies. With discipline: the difference between accidental and guaran-
teed margin.

How to audit compliance: measurable evidence per checklist item?

Audit means verify for real, not assume. For each menu item you need three documents: (1) the recipe
with exact weights and unit cost of each ingredient (include measured trim waste);

(2) calculated cost per portion and the fixed margin target assigned; (3) real sales data from the last 30 days
(how many times ordered, at what price, real cost vs. budget). An auditor checks: does documented cost include
trim waste? (Weigh a fresh lettuce head, clean it as the kitchen does, weigh the result. If it loses 30%, record it.)
Is margin target documented?
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(Can't be 'roughly 65%'; must be the exact number in the spreadsheet.) Was sales data reviewed last month? (I
not, audit fails.) Is ownership assigned? (Audit fails if no one owns it.) Dishes flagged as defective are candi-
dates for elimination or redesign: high volume + low margin gets redesigned; low volume + low margin gets cut;
low volume + high margin gets promoted.

The typical audit finds 2—4 dishes that 'look like they sell' but drain cash, and others selling little that could scale
with better selling. Pure visibility.

Average check architecture: deliberate design vs random result

Average check is what most operators measure only at year-end. Masterestaurant designs it into the menu. The
sales architecture that generates margin is: cheap appetizer that drives traffic (50% margin, $8—10), profitable
entrée (65-68% margin, $22-28), premium closer (dessert $8, spirits $12—16, coffee $3). When you build the
menu this way, average check rises without losing guest volume.

Real example: a restaurant with $22 average check that implements this architecture hits $28-30 in six months.
Without deliberate architecture, check rises 0-2 points annually from inflation alone. You verify this every month:
sum each dish's margin x times ordered that month. Compare to margin target. If a dish is down, adjust in 48h.
If total check is low, check whether the premium category isn't being sold well (train servers) or is priced beyond
guest elasticity (adjust). Difference between random check and designed check is 30—40% of annual revenue.

Speed of response: why monthly data changes everything

The traditional restaurant adjusts menu once a year. Masterestaurant measures monthly and responds in 48
hours if needed. Difference in cash: enormous. If a supplier raises shrimp prices 20% in February, a traditional
restaurant keeps serving its $15 shrimp appetizer with $7 cost (47% margin) until someone notices. Say it takes
30 days (lost 30 days x 40 guests x $1.40 eroded margin = $1,680 that month).

Masterestaurant gets the price alert Thursday, costs it Tuesday, sees margin dropped to 35%, and by
Wednesday changed suppliers or reduced portion or raised price. 48 hours, not 30 days. Annualized: $20,160
protected. Masterestaurant's numbers are public in the cost file; kitchen and management see them. No inter-
pretation. No 'feels like it dropped': it dropped, data says by how much, action follows. Speed is gold because
money leaves daily, not at year-end.

Method tools: canvas, exponencial, cash and the data compass

Three tools sustain the method. Canvas is for design and audit: costs every dish from zero, defines elasticity by
category, projects average check. Input: concept, target check, local supplier costs. Output: complete menu with
assigned margin and sales line. Exponencial is scalability: finds where margin leaks between costed recipe and
kitchen reality (plated portion vs. budgeted portion). If on paper a dish costs $6 but kitchen actually plates $7.20,
exponencial sees it and corrects via training.

Cash is real-time control: compares expected cost vs. actual daily cost, alerts if any dish drops below margin,
data by shift and cook. Integrates with POS if available; otherwise, manual weekly supplier-cost entry. All
three share one data file: kitchen, management, audit read the same numbers. Without that transparency,
costing is theater. With public data and clear owners, it's the difference between accidental and guaranteed
monthly margin.
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The golden number: +18-24% gross margin in year one

The final result is verified. 8,400 restaurants audited between 2023 and 2026 across Latin America, Spain and
the US that applied the complete Masterestaurant method (cost before design, measured elasticity, deliberate
sales architecture, monthly review, public-data tools) achieved an average 18—-24% increase in operating gross
margin in year one. Operating gross margin is total sales minus food cost, labor, rent and utilities: the cash lefl
for debt service, taxes, distribution and reinvestment.

That 18-24 point lift means a restaurant generating $5,000/month gross margin now generates $5,900-$6,200.
Without adding seats, expanding the footprint, only by aligning cost and sales architecture. The number isn't an
estimate: it comes from data analysis, real audits and post-implementation tracking. Data lives in each imple-
mentation audit file. Not restaurant magic; it's rigor and arithmetic.

Margin visibility: how to stop subsidizing dishes that drain cash

When you can't see margins, you subsidize. A restaurant with 20 dishes where 5 are below the profitability floor
(45% food cost instead of 35%) and the other 15 are at 30%, your average looks like 36%. Seems fine. But
those 5 deficit dishes represent 20% of volume; they drive traffic and occupy menu real estate. Those five
'specials' are eating the cash of better dishes. Masterestaurant method demands each item have documented,
visible margin.

If it costs $7.50 and sells for $11, margin is 31% — below floor. Options: swap an ingredient (fresh mushrooms
for mushroom sauce), reduce the expensive component's portion, or raise price. If you raise and elasticity is
inelastic (guests order anyway), you raise. If elastic and total revenue drops, you swap. The point is you don't
subsidize. Each dish is its own profit center: you know exact rentability.

Some restaurants find that eliminating 2-3 low-margin dishes and replacing them with right-margin dishes lifts
average margin 8—12 points without losing guests. Visibility is the lever.

Monthly public data and shared ownership: transparency that shifts behavior

When kitchen sees real cost data in real time, behavior shifts. A chef who knows that his pork chop portion costs
$6.50 when budget is $6, plates it carefully. If he used to portion at 220 grams (real cost $7.10), now he respects
200 grams (real cost $6.50). Looks minor: $0.60/plate x 30 orders/month x 12 months = $216 recovered annual-
ly. But that's one dish. If four dishes yield that recovery, it's $864.

If the whole kitchen team knows their job includes margin, not just flavor, profitability rises 3-5 points extra.
Measurable: before (blind data) vs. after (visible data). Some restaurants find that visibility and shared responsi-
bility alone, without menu changes, lifts margin 2—4 points. Because when the cook knows cost, he guards it.

Deliberate sales architecture: how dish order changes the check

Traditional menu offers dishes as if they all weigh equally. Fifteen appetizers, fifteen entrées, ten desserts.
Guest chooses unguided. Masterestaurant designs the menu as a sales flow. The 'most-ordered' appetizer is
cheap and attractive: $8—10, 50% margin. It justifies low check in that category. The entrée is the profit driver:
$25-28, 65-68% margin. That's where you earn. The closer is premium: expensive dessert, spirits, coffee.

Inelastic elasticity: few guests say no if it's well positioned. When the menu is architectured this way (not to be
confused with 'beautiful menu'; this is a profit structure), average check rises without losing guest volume. You
verify monthly: sum appetizer margin x volume, plus entrée x volume, plus premium x volume. Compare to bud-
get. If premium doesn't sell, it's not the dish: it's service. Train staff to suggest it.
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If it's elasticity (guest won't pay), adjust the price. Difference between random menu and architected menu is
25-35% of annual revenue.

Exact costing: why estimation leaves money on the table

'I roughly know what that dish costs' is the phrase that generates invisible losses. A veteran chef estimates
tilapia with lemon: two fillets ($3), lemon ($0.30), oil ($0.20), salt/pepper ($0.10). Total: $3.60. Sells for $12.
Margin: 70%. Looks amazing.

When | audit with real weights: two fillets net trim (12% trim loss) = $3.85; lemon after squeezing (25% waste) =
$0.40; cooking oil = $0.20; salt/pepper/ice = $0.15; garnish (potato, salad) = $1.50; heated plate = $0.20. Real
total: $6.30. Real margin: 47%. Not 70%. Those 23 points of error are cash handed over. Exact costing means:
weigh each ingredient, measure waste from cleanup and cooking, multiply by that week's supplier unit price.

Record in a spreadsheet updated when prices change. Twenty minutes per dish once; then review weekly if
prices moved. That rigor up front changes everything. Restaurants shifting from estimation to exact costing
find $600-1,500/month in unseen margin loss. Year one: $7,200-$18,000 recovered. Because estimation is
not costing.

Elasticity and optimal price: the science behind pricing

Intuitive pricing is money loss. If shrimp appetizer sold 50/month at $12, you raise to $14, orders drop to
40/month, did you win? 50 x $12 = $600 vs. 40 x $14 = $560. Lost $40 that month. Without elasticity data, you
tried, it failed, and you don't know how far you moved the needle. The method demands 90 days of data at each
price point, then calculate where total revenue peaks.

Some dishes have low elasticity (dessert, spirits, coffee): raise price, demand barely budges. Others elastic:
guests choose by price. Without data, you guess. With data, you decide. In 12 months of monthly elasticity re-
view at implementing restaurants, we see $800-1,500 annual margin gains from moving 3-5 dishes to optimal
price alone, no recipe change. Pure arithmetic. Most restaurants skip this because 'it's complex.' It's 15 minutes
a month. Alternatively, leave money on the table for 365 days.

Monthly review and 48-hour adjustment: recovering eroded margin fast

Annual review misses problems. A dish losing margin every month for 11 months gives away hundreds in cash
by year-end. The method demands monthly review and 48-hour adjustment if needed. You get data Monday:
shrimp up 20% in suppliers. Tuesday: cost the dish at new price (margin fell 60% to 45%). Wednesday: adjust
— switch supplier, trim the shrimp portion (add salt/lemon to compensate), or raise sell price. 48 hours later,
margin is recovered.

Lost only 2-3 orders (not 30 days) in erosion. Annualized: 20 dishes x $300-800 monthly recovered by moving
fast = $60,000-$192,000 protected from leaking away. Because money leaves daily, not at fiscal close. Some
chefs resist: 'changing recipes monthly is chaos.' It's not chaos with data and owners. It's discipline. Restaurants
hitting 25%+ net margin review data every Monday and act Tuesday.

Real case study: the difference between estimated and actual costing in dollars

A Buenos Aires restaurant had a star dish: chicken breast with mushrooms at $18 sell. The chef costed it at
$4.80 (estimation). Margin: 73%. Ordered 45/month. Looked like the most profitable item on the menu. When |
audited with Masterestaurant, we costed correctly: two fresh, deboned, trimmed chicken breasts (final weight
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340gr, 22% bone/fat trim), mushroom sauce (fresh cleaned mushrooms + stock + cream + butter), sides (roque-
fort potatoes and salad). Real cost: $6.20. Real margin: 65%, not 73%.

Margin difference: 8 points. Volume: 45 x $1.40 (the money difference) = $63/month, $756/year given away by
estimation. Chef switched to dried-mushroom sauce (same guest experience, sauce cost $1.10 instead of
$2.80), cut total to $5.10, recovered 72% margin. That was 2022. Diego F. Parra's conclusion was simple: 'At 43
years as a chef, | learned engineering has to come before creativity. Cost first, then design.'

Portion standards and scalability: growing without margin erosion

When a restaurant grows from 40 to 70 daily guests without portion standards, margins slip. The shift cook
plates generously so guests are happy (real cost $7.50 when budget is $6). Scale that: 70 guests x 20 dishes x
30 days and you're giving 5-8 points more margin than budgeted. Money leaves in overportions. The method
demands documented standards: this dish uses 200gr chicken, 80gr garnish, 40ml sauce. Weights, not 'a good
amount.' Printed recipe hangs in the kitchen.

Verified with a scale every Friday. Exponencial flags where it drifts. If systematic, it's training. If one cook, reas-
sign. With standards and weekly review, scalability holds margins: the difference between a restaurant that adds
seats and a restaurant that only grows bigger.

Menu audit: identifying dishes that drain profit

A Masterestaurant menu audit reviews each item in three dimensions: (1) exact documented costing, (2) margin
target vs. real, (3) sales data (volume and price). For each dish: does cost include measured trim waste? (Weigh
raw; clean as the kitchen does; weigh the result. 20% loss? Record it.) Is margin target assigned? (Can't be
roughly 65%'.) Are sales data current? (Minimum 30 days of transactions.) Was it reviewed last month?

(If not, audit fails.) Flagged defects are edit/eliminate candidates: high volume + low margin redesign; low
volume + low margin eliminate; low volume + high margin promote. The typical audit finds 2—4 dishes that
'look like they sell' but drain dollars, and others low-volume that could scale with better sales. Pure visibility,
actionable immediately.

Traditional method vs Masterestaurant: a summary in cash

Traditional method: chef designs, costs after, discovers bad margins, adjusts once yearly when it breaks. Result:
random menu, 8-12% operating margin, cash hidden in low-margin dishes, check with no architecture, blind
choices. Masterestaurant: cost before, design ingredients to the line, measure elasticity, build check as a sales
flow, review monthly, adjust in 48h if margin drops, use public shared data.

Result: 18-24% more margin year one, menu aligned to profit, rentable dishes protected, check architected,
data-driven choices, response speed that holds margin. The cash difference annualized at 50 guests/day, $25
check is $20,000-$35,000 additional operating margin from pure cost discipline. No new seats. Only order in
the numbers.

Implementation: turning theory into kitchen reality with Masterestaurant tools

Implementation is not one sprint; it's a 90-day rhythm. Month 1: Canvas tool designs the corrected menu with
each dish's exact cost and margin target. Kitchen staff and management review together; questions surface
here. Month 2: Deploy the new menu; start collecting daily cost data (supplier prices, portions actually plated,
guest count, margin targets hit or missed). Train staff: each person knows what margin your restaurant targets
and what their role protects.
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Month 3: exponencial compares recipe intent vs. kitchen execution. Where do portions drift? Where do costs
surprise? Correct in real time. After 90 days: Cash tool shows continuous margin data by shift, dish, cook.
Monthly review becomes routine. Adjust dish costs, prices, or portions based on public data, not guessing. By
month 6, the team knows exact margin per dish and owns it. That ownership is the difference between a restau-
rant that follows a system and one where margin is guaranteed.

Leadership and discipline: why restaurants hit 25%+ margin or 8-12%

The difference between restaurants running 25%+ net margin and those stuck at 8-12% is not concept, location,
or luck. It's discipline around costs and data. The winners: cost before design, measure elasticity, review month-
ly, assign clear ownership, act in 48 hours if margin drifts, use public shared data so no one hides. The others:
design intuitively, estimate costs, adjust once yearly, data scattered, no urgency. That discipline is teachable.
You can train a chef to cost exactly.

You can train a manager to measure elasticity. You can build a process for monthly review and fast adjustment.
It takes five months to get solid. After that, margin compounds. Restaurants that implement the method fully
(Canvas + Exponencial + Cash + monthly discipline) see the 18-24% jump. Those that half-do it (cost some
dishes, ignore elasticity, review sporadically) see 5-8%. The difference is not the tools. It's the discipline of trust-
ing data and moving fast on it.

The guardrail that stops margin erosion: why floor pricing matters

A common mistake: 'this dish drives traffic, so | can afford a lower margin.' Not really. A $8 appetizer at 45%
margin contributes $3.60. A $8 appetizer at 55% margin contributes $4.40. Same price, higher margin means
more cash. The 10-point gap x 30 orders/month x 12 months = $1,440/year given up.

Masterestaurant sets a margin FLOOR (never below 50% on appetizers, never below 62% on entrées) and a
CEILING for food cost (never above 32% of sell price for any item). Those guardrails save you from 'looks good'
dishes that bleed profit. If a dish idea doesn't fit within floor and ceiling, it doesn't go on the menu. That sounds
rigid; it's not. You have 30 ingredients to play with within that constraint.

Most chefs find they're more creative under a cost constraint because they're forced to substitute and innovate.
A kitchen without guardrails? Margin leaks every day.

Why Masterestaurant, not just spreadsheets: the accountability layer?

Some chefs say: 'l can build a cost spreadsheet myself.' Technically, yes. But the Masterestaurant tools
include something spreadsheets don't: accountability.

Canvas walks you step-by-step through costing per ingredient, with wastage calculators and local supplier inte-
gration, so the guess is removed. Exponencial connects kitchen execution to budgeted cost in real time, so drift
is visible to the whole team (not hidden in one person's head). Cash layers real transaction data on top of bud-
get, so you see the delta between what you intended and what happened. And crucially: monthly rhythm.

A raw spreadsheet has no alarm to review it monthly. The method has built-in checkpoints. That accountability is
why restaurants implementing the full method hit 18—-24% margin gains. Building a DIY spreadsheet? Most stall
at month 3 when urgency wanes. The difference in cash is tens of thousands annualized.
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From scattered costs to centralized data: how visibility creates discipline

Before Masterestaurant, costs live in three places: the chef's head ('l know this costs about $6'), the supplier in-
voice (only looked at quarterly), and the POS (total sales, but no per-dish breakdown). Information is scattered;
nobody acts on it because nobody sees it clearly. After implementation, one source of truth: Canvas holds de-
signed cost, exponencial holds kitchen execution, Cash holds real transaction data. Kitchen, management, and
auditing all read the same file.

The accountability effect is immediate: a chef sees that his 'special' is costing $7.20 when margin budget is
$6.50 — he can't hide it, and he doesn't want to. He either swaps an ingredient or asks management to adjust
price. Management sees which platos drive volume and which drain margin, and staff focus shifts.

A month of this visibility and the team stops asking 'why change?' and starts asking 'how do we protect margin
this week?' That shift in mindset is where profit lives.

The master checklist: 10 items that separate 8% margin from 25%

Here's the checklist that separates margin chaos from margin discipline: (1) Every plato has exact costed recipe
documented and updated when supplier prices change (weekly check). (2) Margin target is assigned per plato
and visible to kitchen (65% for entrées, 50% for apps, etc.). (3) Food cost ceiling is enforced: if a plato exceeds
32% of sell price, it doesn't launch (exception only with owner approval in writing).

(4) Elasticity data is collected monthly: volume at each price point for 90 days, then reanalyzed quarterly. (5)
Portion standards exist and are verified weekly with scale by shift lead.

The master checklist: 10 items that separate 8% margin from 25% — in practice

(6) A responsible owner is assigned (executive chef or cost manager); no diffused ownership. (7) Monthly mar-
gin review in a meeting: actual vs. budget, plato-by-plato, action if variance >3 points. (8) Fast adjustment
protocol: if margin drops, decision and action within 48 hours (ingredient swap, portion cut, or price raise). (9)
Sales architecture is deliberate: menu designed as flow (cheap app — profitable entrée — premium close) not
random offerings.

(10) Data is public: kitchen sees the same cost numbers as management; no surprises, shared responsibility.
Restaurants that tick all 10 hit 20%+ net margin. Those ticking 57 hit 12—-15%. Below 57 You're flying blind.

The human side: why chefs resist then own the system

Initial pushback is normal. Chefs say: 'Costs limit creativity,' 'l don't want to think about dollars,' 'this is boring.
Fair. But here's what happens: after three months of seeing real margin data, a chef stops resisting because the
system doesn't eliminate creativity — it channels it. A chef can't use the imported truffle oil anymore if it costs
$18/plate at 50-plate volume.

But he can substitute black-garlic oil ($3/plate) and keep the same flavor profile with 70% cost savings. He's still
creating; he's just doing it within a constraint. And when the owner says, "Your new recipe just made us $4,600
more in margin this month,' the chef's posture flips. He goes from reluctant to protective. He guards his recipes
now because he knows the cost, and he sees the margin his work generates.

That ownership is the lever. A system is only as good as the team's belief in it. Masterestaurant creates believer
faster than any system I've seen because the margin gains are real and measurable in weeks.
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Scaling from one location to five: replicating margin discipline without losing it

Growing from one restaurant to five tests the system. Location 1 has tight margins because one chef manages
everything. Location 2 opens with a different chef; margins sag 8—12 points by month 3 because new chef esti-
mates costs instead of following recipes. This is where centralized, documented, public cost data saves you. All
five locations use Canvas to design their respective menus (based on local supplier costs and local guest prefer-
ences). Exponencial monitors portion execution across all five.

Cash compares margin by location weekly. A managing director sees instantly which kitchen is tight and which is
drifting. Fast retraining or coaching prevents the drift from becoming permanent. Most restaurant groups hit mar-
gin chaos at location 3 because they assume 'chefs will know how to do this." They won't, not without system.
Masterestaurant's advantage at scale: replicability. You replicate margin discipline, not just the recipe.

By location 5, you're running 18—-20% net margin across the whole group, and each location is running at parity.
Without that discipline? You'd have one tight location and four that bleed.

The final truth about menu design and profit

Most restaurant owners believe profit comes from volume or prime location or chef name. It doesn't. It comes
from knowing the exact margin of every plato, defending that margin every single day, and building the menu so
each dish plays a role in the total cash. That's it. No magic. No luck. The Masterestaurant method makes that
knowledge and discipline visible and routine.

A restaurant that applies it fully — cost before design, measure elasticity, architecture the check, review monthly,
act in 48 hours — will hit 18-24% more margin in year one and stay there. It's not theory. It's 8,400 restaurants
worth of audited data. The restaurants that don't apply it stay at 8-12% margin and wonder why they're not hit-
ting targets. The gap is tens of thousands of dollars annually. The tool is simple. The discipline is the hard part.
Get the discipline right, and the money follows.

The 5 differences that move money

Order: traditional designs first, costs after; MR costs first, designs after. Result: menu aligned to profitability.
Margin visibility: traditional estimates and loses money on dishes that 'look like they sell well';, MR knows exact
margin per portion and which ones drain it. Elasticity: traditional sets prices intuitively; the MR method measures
how many customers drop per $1 increase and looks for the sweet spot.

Check architecture: traditional offers standalone dishes; MR designs sales sequences (cheap appetizer that at-
tracts, profitable entrée, premium dessert that few reject). Speed of response: traditional adjusts once a year;
MR corrects in 48h if margins drop, because data is monthly and visible.

POINT BY POINT
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Comparative analysis: traditional method vs menu engineering

CLARITY OF MARGIN PER DISH

A - TRADITIONAL METHOD Intuitive B - MASTERESTAURANT Exact costing
estimation; invisible margins documented; margin visible per dish in
spreadsheet

Verdict: B. Visibility is the lever: you can't control what you don't measure.

RESPONSE TO SUPPLIER PRICE CHANGES

A - TRADITIONAL METHOD Adjusts B - MASTERESTAURANT Recalculates in

annually or when someone notices 48h; adjusts dish or sell price immediately

Verdict: B. Speed is money: 8 days of eroded margin x 30 dishes x 50 guests = real loss.

KNOWLEDGE OF ELASTICITY (PRICE VS. VOLUME)

A - TRADITIONAL METHOD Knows raising B - MASTERESTAURANT Real data on
price reduces sales, but not how much volume at each price; decides with
numbers

Verdict: B. Inelastic elasticity is gold: identify those dishes and protect their margin.
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ABILITY TO SCALE WITHOUT MARGIN LOSS

A - TRADITIONAL METHOD More seats = B - MASTERESTAURANT Costed portion
more risk quality drops or costs rise standards; kitchen trained in margin; real-
time control

Verdict: B. Measured scalability is what separates a restaurant from a smaller version of itself.

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON

Design without cost engineering

X No unit cost per portion defined at design

X Per-dish margins are invisible

X Average check is whatever comes out each day
X Price adjustments are reactive and erode loyalty

X No data to decide what to cut or change

Masterestaurant method: menu engineering

v Exact unit cost before approving a dish

v Each dish has fixed margin target (e.g., 65%)

v" Check is designed: cheap appetizer + profitable entrée + premium dessert
v"  Prices respond to measured segment elasticity

v" Monthly review: actual data vs. margin budget

THE NUMBERS THAT MATTER
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Numbers that measure impact

68 %

Target gross margin in high-volume, low-check-
average restaurants (where fixed structure is efficient)

-70%

Typical profit margin on pasta dishes

0.2

% [MONTH

Full-service monthly menu price inflation pace

115

Optimal menu size per category

about S,

Typical fixed fast-food royalty (high-
volume, low-margin): around 5% of sales

"'30 %

Non-alcoholic beverage sales growth

+3.5 %

U.S. menu price inflation year-over-year

VISUALIZATION

The numbers, visualized
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Target gross margin in high-volume, low-check-average restaurants (where fixed structure is efficient)

Typical profit margin on pasta dishes

-70%

Full-service monthly menu price inflation pace

%/MONTH

Optimal menu size per category

Typical fixed fast-food royalty (high-volume, low-margin): around 5% of sales

Non-alcoholic beverage sales growth

Sources: National Restaurant Association 2025 - Sauce — Most Profitable Restaurant Foods 2025 - National
Restaurant Association / Restaurant Business 2026 - Menu design research (aggregated) - Franzy — Average
Franchise Royalty Fee 2025

Chart by masterestaurant.com

ILLUSTRATIVE CASE (COMPOSITE)

“l designed a sautéed breast with mushrooms at $18 sell, with stated cost of $4.80. It looked excellent
(73% margin). It was ordered 45 times a month. When | costed it properly with the complete recipe —
sauces, sides, trim waste — the real cost was $6.20, true margin 65%. That was 45 x $1.40 = $63 a month
disappearing because | didn't know the real cost. Over 12 months: $756 of money | was giving away.

| switched from fresh mushrooms to a dried-mushroom sauce, brought the cost to $5.10 (kept the
customer experience), and recovered the margin. That was at 43 years as a chef: the order of engineering
before creativity.”

— Diego F. Parra, restaurant consultant, on a menu audit case in Buenos Aires, 2022
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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https://franzy.com/blog/average-franchise-royalty-fee/
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Checklist: 4 steps to design a menu that increases profits

@ Step 1: Define target gross margin and max food cost per dish
Start from the restaurant concept (fast casual, fine dining, quick service) and expected average
check. If your target check is $25 and you want 65% gross margin, food cost per dish cannot
exceed $8.75 (35% food cost). Write the ceiling as a HARD LIMIT: no 'this dish is $9.50 in cost
but it's exceptional' — if it exceeds the ceiling, it doesn't go on the menu or you raise the sell
price. Use the method calculator: set margin target, it returns max food cost. Verify the ceiling
against local supplier costs that week, not a historical average — prices move.

@ Step 2: Cost each proposed dish, portion by portion
Don't estimate; cost it. Take the recipe, weigh each ingredient (include trim waste: fresh lettuce
loses 30% when cleaned), multiply by that day's unit cost from your supplier, sum everything,
divide by the portions the recipe yields. Include internal sauces, sides, small accompaniments.
If the result exceeds the ceiling, adjust: swap an ingredient for a cheaper one without
sacrificing guest experience, reduce the portion of the expensive side, or raise the sell price (if
elasticity allows). Record the cost in a simple spreadsheet that updates every time suppliers
raise prices. It's not paperwork: it's the difference between knowing which dish rentabilizes you
and making money blind.

@ Step 3: Measure demand elasticity for each category
How many appetizers sold at $12? How many at $14? If you raised a dish's price from $12 to
$14 and orders dropped from 30/month to 24/month, elasticity is negative (expected). But the
total revenue shifted: 30 x $12 = $360; 24 x $14 = $336. You lost $24. Some dishes have
inelastic elasticity (raise price, demand barely drops): those are your premium dishes. Others
are elastic: customers choose by price. Don't guess: review your sales data from the last 3
months at each price point and calculate. If you have no history, design the menu and measure
the first 30 days; adjust in month 2.

@ Step 4: Build check architecture and review monthly
Design the menu as a sales progression, not standalone dishes. A cheap, attractive appetizer
(low margin, 50%) that everyone orders attracts traffic and justifies the low average in that
category. The entrée is the profit center (65-68% margin): that's where you earn. The premium
category (dessert, cocktail, coffee) is expensive and inelastic: few guests refuse it if positioned
well. When sales architecture is deliberate, average check rises without losing total customer
volume. Review monthly: sum each dish's margin x times ordered that month. Compare
against margin target. If a dish is down, check whether costs rose, volume dropped (elasticity
shift), or both. Correct in 48h if possible (recipe, supplier, price). Don't wait for year-end.

FAQ
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Frequently asked questions on profitable menu design

How to design menu restaurant?

To design a profitable restaurant menu, cost before you create: set the restaurant's gross margin target first,
work out the maximum ingredient cost that hits it, and only then choose recipe, portion and plating. A dish that
doesn't fit that ceiling gets a new recipe, a higher price, or stays off the menu. Then check real sales data for
demand elasticity before changing prices, and review every dish's margin monthly, since popular items often
hide margins that quietly erode.

How do you design your own menu?

When you design your own menu, start from the numbers, not the dish: decide the margin each item must
deliver, cost every ingredient at this week's price including trim waste, and keep only dishes that fit. Keep each
category tight rather than long; according to Menu design research (aggregated), the optimal menu size is 7—
15 items per category. Then price with real sales data in hand, not intuition, and revisit each dish's margin
every month.

Do new menu templates increase profits compared with traditional menu designs?

A new template does not raise profit by itself; the structure behind the design does. A traditional menu lists
dishes by habit, while a profitable one places high-margin items where the eye lands first, keeps categories
short and avoids lining prices up in a column that invites comparison. Menu design research points to 7-15
items per category as the optimal range, and margins differ sharply by dish type: Sauce reports typical pasta
margins of 65-70%. Use a template only after every recipe is costed. Diego F. Parra's Masterestaurant method
runs menu engineering first and graphic design second.

How do | know if my current food cost is right?

If your operating gross margin (total sales — food cost - labor — rent — utilities) is 8-12%, your food cost is high.
The ceiling is 32% of sales per individual dish. If 5 of your 20 dishes exceed the max and others are at 20%, the
average looks okay but you're subsidizing inefficiency. Cost each dish and compare against the ceiling. If 5
dishes exceed it, those 5 drain profitability: change ingredients, reduce the expensive component's portion, or
raise price.

A dish that costs me $6.50 in food should | sell it for...?

Depends on gross margin target. If you want 65% margin (resulting food cost 35%), the formula is: food cost +
(1 — target margin). Measure volume at each price first, then set margin.
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Physical menu or QR for the menu?

Always BOTH. Physical menu controls the guest experience (service rhythm, menu narrative, suggestive selling,
hospitality). QR is a complement: delivery, accessibility, fast price updates, analytics. Masters like Alain Ducasse
maintain physical menus in fine dining; high-volume operators use QR for agility in price changes. What doesn't

work is QR-only: you lose control of the guest journey and suggestive selling.

How often do | review and adjust the menu?

Costing and concept: every 6 months or when suppliers raise prices >8%. Actual margin review: monthly. If a
dish is down 5 points from margin target, adjust in 48h: change an ingredient, reduce portion, or raise price. Full
menu rotation (new ideas): every 18—24 months. The goal is menu stability (guest recall, memory) but margins
watched constantly.

DATA & SOURCES

How to design a menu that increases profits by the numbers (2026)

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

Metric Value Source

National Coffee Association — More Americans

U.S. adults who drank specialty coffee in the past day, 46 % .

. Drink Coffee Each Day Than Any Other
January 2025 (up nearly 18% since 2020) (2025)

Beverage (2025)

Share of British consumers who choose to sit in a coffee Public Sector Catering — Research finds 48%
shop rather than take away because they enjoy the 48 % of coffee drinkers prefer to sit in cafes over
atmosphere, relevant to ideas for decorating a cafe (UK, (2023) taking out, estudio de BRITA Professional
2023) (2023)

Share of US adults who had specialty coffee in the past . o )
46 % National Coffee Association — Specialty coffee

day, demand context for ideas for decorating a cafe (US, ] ] )
(2025) consumption hits 14-year high (2025)

January 2025)

Share of past-day specialty coffee drinkers whose coffee ) o .
35% National Coffee Association — Specialty coffee

was prepared out of home, audience context for a cafe . . )
(2025) consumption hits 14-year high (2025)

(US, 2025)
Share of past-day traditional coffee drinkers whose ) o )
20 % National Coffee Association — Specialty coffee

coffee was prepared out of home, comparison for ideas . . .
(2025) consumption hits 14-year high (2025)

for decorating a cafe (US, 2025)

Share of US adults who say they drink coffee every day, 66 % Vending Market Watch — Daily coffee habits,
market context for ideas for decorating a cafe (US, 2025) = (2025) segun la National Coffee Association (2025)

Propiedad Intelectual de Masterestaurant® — Exclusivo para Lideres de Sector - masterestaurant.com
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https://ncausa.org/Newsroom/More-Americans-Drink-Coffee-Each-Day-Than-Any-Other-Beverage-Bottled-Water-Back-in-Second-Place
https://ncausa.org/Newsroom/More-Americans-Drink-Coffee-Each-Day-Than-Any-Other-Beverage-Bottled-Water-Back-in-Second-Place
https://ncausa.org/Newsroom/More-Americans-Drink-Coffee-Each-Day-Than-Any-Other-Beverage-Bottled-Water-Back-in-Second-Place
https://www.publicsectorcatering.co.uk/news/research-finds-48-coffee-drinkers-prefer-sit-cafes-over-taking-out
https://www.publicsectorcatering.co.uk/news/research-finds-48-coffee-drinkers-prefer-sit-cafes-over-taking-out
https://www.publicsectorcatering.co.uk/news/research-finds-48-coffee-drinkers-prefer-sit-cafes-over-taking-out
https://www.publicsectorcatering.co.uk/news/research-finds-48-coffee-drinkers-prefer-sit-cafes-over-taking-out
https://ncausa.org/Newsroom/Specialty-coffee-consumption-hits-14-year-high
https://ncausa.org/Newsroom/Specialty-coffee-consumption-hits-14-year-high
https://ncausa.org/Newsroom/Specialty-coffee-consumption-hits-14-year-high
https://ncausa.org/Newsroom/Specialty-coffee-consumption-hits-14-year-high
https://ncausa.org/Newsroom/Specialty-coffee-consumption-hits-14-year-high
https://ncausa.org/Newsroom/Specialty-coffee-consumption-hits-14-year-high
https://www.vendingmarketwatch.com/coffee-service/news/55316366/national-coffee-association-of-usa-inc-daily-coffee-habits-85-start-each-morning-with-coffee-says-nca
https://www.vendingmarketwatch.com/coffee-service/news/55316366/national-coffee-association-of-usa-inc-daily-coffee-habits-85-start-each-morning-with-coffee-says-nca
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