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

The verdict is direct: a small increase in food cost can wipe out a large share of your
profit, and only a checklist with verifiable done criteria (not a monthly glance) keeps that
from catching you by surprise. The difference between reviewing food cost "when I
remember" and running a weekly checklist is the detection gap: around three weeks
versus 3 days.

At Masterestaurant we standardized this 12-item checklist, each item with its own
measurable done criterion (not a generic yes), because a control you cannot verify is not a
control. Remember the hard rule: food cost per dish has the 32% ceiling (never call it
recommended), and payroll, rent and utilities are NOT charged to the dish; they go to the
break-even point. Diego F. Parra sums it up: what has no done criterion is not done.

✅  C h e c k l i s t Actionable checklist with a measurable “done” criterion per item · 9 min read · 2026-10-01

S I D E - B Y- S I D E  C O M PA R I S O N
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Put it to work in your restaurant: 21-day restaurant food cost challenge →

What turns a food-cost checklist into real control is the definition of done: each item must be binary and
measurable — either met or not.

"Review food cost" verifies nothing; "no dish exceeds 32% this week" does, because it is auditable. In opera‐
tions Masterestaurant standardized between 2024 and 2026, owners with definition-of-done checklists caught
deviations in 3 days, while those reviewing by eye took 21. The mistake I see over and over is confusing the list
with control: a paper full of vague items feels like management without the substance.

Diego F. Parra repeats it in every engagement: what has no definition of done is not done. A checklist with 12
items you cannot audit is a placebo; one with 12 measurable criteria is the traffic light that warns you before a
dish eats your profit.

Monthly food-cost review in the income statement leaves you blind for 21 days while you sell dishes be‐
low their real cost. The damage builds silently:

if protein rose 9% on the 3rd and you find out at month-end close, four weeks passed selling a dish that no
longer earned margin. The weekly checklist closes that window. Running it every Monday in 20 minutes speeds
up deviation detection compared to eyeballing it.

The math is merciless: with an 8% net margin on sales, food cost climbing from 30% to 34% erases half the
month's gain, and monthly review arrives exactly when nothing is left to save. Cadence is not an operational de‐
tail; it is the difference between correcting a dish in time and eating a full month of loss you never saw coming.

MISTAKE: NO VERIFIABLE

CHECKLIST

RIGHT: CHECKLIST WITH DONE

CRITERIA

Food cost review frequency ✕ Once a month ✓ Once a week

Detecting a deviation ✕ Around three weeks ✓ Within 3 days

Items with a measurable
criterion

✕ None ✓ All of them

Dishes above the 32% ceiling
detected

✕ None (invisible) ✓ A large share of the menu

Portion variation controlled ✕ Wide swings ✓ A tight tolerance

Resulting average food cost ✕ Above the 32% ceiling ✓ Below the 32% ceiling

Side-by-side comparison

What turns a food-cost checklist into real control?

Why monthly review leaves you blind for 21 days?
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Food cost per plate has a 32% ceiling, and inside the checklist that number must be written or it simply does not
exist as a control. Never call it recommended: it is the absolute maximum, the edge of the cliff. Without the writ‐
ten threshold, nobody in the kitchen knows whether a dish at 34% is wrong, and "I control food cost" becomes
an opinion.

With the ceiling on paper, any dish that crosses it flags red and triggers a weight or price fix within 3 days.
Masterestaurant aims for 28-30% per plate, leaving a cushion under the ceiling to absorb input hikes. The
threshold is not bureaucracy; it is the line that tells the kitchen when a dish stopped being profitable.

One of the most profitable checklist items verifies portioning: there must be a scale on the line and variance
among cooks must be ≤3%. Without that item, portions are plated by eye with up to ±18% variance, and that
lack of control alone pushes food cost up 4 to 6 points because every over-plated dish gives away margin. It is a
leak no income statement shows on its own line.

The definition of done here is concrete and auditable: a scale, a card with the plating photo and target weight,
and a measured variance of ≤3%. Masterestaurant installs it in two weeks of pre-shift practice, and it costs a
$40 scale. The owner can verify the item with his own eyes any Monday by weighing three random plates.

Diego F. Parra sums it up: the menu is designed on the cost sheet, but profit is won or lost on the scale,
every service.

The recosting item of the checklist forces recalculating food cost every time an invoice arrives with a pricier in‐
put, closing the door to the silent leak. Without this item, a 9% protein hike goes 21 days undetected because
nobody recosts in time. With AI applied to costing, this item almost meets itself in 2026: the system connected to
invoices recalculates each affected dish in minutes and flags red any that crosses 32%.

What once took 21 days of manual accounting is now a phone alert. In operations where Masterestaurant inte‐
grated this flow, detection dropped from 21 to 3 days and no dish spent two weeks selling below cost. The con‐
stant condition: without a prior cost sheet there is no gram weight for the AI to recalculate. The item does not
verify that you "reviewed"; it verifies that recosting happened and no dish stayed above the ceiling.

One checklist item verifies the most expensive accounting mistake: that food cost per plate includes only inputs
and that payroll, rent, and utilities are NOT charged to the plate. These fixed costs go to the monthly breakeven
point, never to the recipe cost. When an owner folds kitchen salary and rent into food cost, he gets a false 45%
figure and ends up raising prices that scare customers, or believing a fine menu is unviable.

The definition of done is clear: each dish's cost sheet contains only protein, sides, sauces, oil, and packaging,
with a 32% ceiling. Fixed costs are covered separately, by calculating how many sales you need to pay them
with your dishes' contribution margin. The item stops you from confusing the plate with the business.

A well-built food-cost checklist has 12 items, all written as binary, measurable definitions of done. The
first verify the foundation: the 25 best-selling dishes have a cost sheet with net weight and real waste;

The 32% ceiling inside the checklist: written or it doesn't exist

The portion item: scale on the line, variance ≤3%

The recosting item: every invoice triggers verification

The separation item: pure food cost, fixed costs to breakeven

What a well-built food-cost checklist looks like?
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waste is counted on real yield (68% for chicken breast), not gross. The next verify operations: there is a scale on
the line with ≤3% variance; no dish crosses the 32% ceiling this week; every input that rose was recosted. The
last verify accounting: food cost includes only inputs, and payroll and rent go to breakeven. Masterestaurant
built the checklist this way because a control you cannot audit is not control. Each item closes a door where
profit leaks.

The owner runs it every Monday in 20 minutes, flags what is missing in red, and acts that same week. It is not a
list to file; it is the traffic light that decides whether the month closes at 5% or 10% net profit.

The concrete action for today is to rewrite your food-cost checklist with definition of done and run it next Monday.
Take each vague item — "review food cost," "control portions" — and turn it into a binary verification: "no dish
exceeds 32%," "portion variance is ≤3%," "everything that rose this week was recosted." Write the hard thresh‐
olds: 32% ceiling per plate, payroll and rent to breakeven.

Print it and post it on the kitchen wall so "I'll check later" never becomes never. With this checklist, owners go
from catching deviations late to catching them early, and recover food-cost points without selling an extra plate.
Diego F. Parra closes it directly: a 2% rise in food cost erases half your profit if you don't see it; the definition-of-
done checklist is what makes you see it in time, every Monday, no excuses.

Today's action: rewrite your checklist with definition of done

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

The numbers that matter

33.7%
Food cost, full-service under $2M sales

~45 USD
Median sales per labor hour target is around USD 45

34.2%
Labor cost of profitable vs. average operators

32%
Food cost, full-service

36.5%
Payroll cost, full-service

60%
Instagram used to discover restaurants
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V ISUAL I ZAT ION

The numbers, visualized

Food cost, full-service under $2M sales

33.7%

Median sales per labor hour target is around USD 45

~45USD

Labor cost of profitable vs. average operators

34.2%

Food cost, full-service

32%

Payroll cost, full-service

36.5%

Instagram used to discover restaurants

60%

Sources: National Restaurant Association, Restaurant Operations Data Abstract 2025 · National Restaurant
Association — median sales per labor hour · National Restaurant Association — Restaurant Operations Data Abstract
2025 (datos 2024) · National Restaurant Association — Food cost ratios 2024 · National Restaurant Association —
Restaurant labor costs analysis 2024

Chart by masterestaurant.com

FA Q

How does a chef control food cost in a restaurant kitchen?

A chef controls food cost through daily habits, not a monthly report: a standard recipe with a target weight for
every dish, a scale on the line so each portion comes out the same no matter who cooks, and inventory rotated
first in, first out so nothing spoils in the walk-in. Every week the chef also checks purchase prices for proteins
and updates the recipe cost sheet as soon as an ingredient goes up, before the dish loses margin. What is not
weighed or recorded cannot be corrected, so the chef writes everything down and reviews it with the owner
every Monday.

FAQ
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What is the difference between a checklist and a done criterion?

A checklist lists what to review; a done criterion defines how you know it is done, in a binary, measurable way.
"Review food cost" is not verifiable; "no dish goes over the 32% ceiling this week" is. Masterestaurant writes its
12 items as done criteria so the owner does not fool themselves with a generic yes.

How often should I run the food cost checklist?

Every week, ideally on Mondays, in about 20 minutes. Running it once a month leaves you blind for weeks while
you sell dishes below their cost. The weekly checklist speeds up the detection of deviations, and that is what
keeps a small increase from wiping out your profit.

Does the checklist include payroll in food cost?

No. One checklist item verifies exactly the opposite: food cost per dish includes ingredients only, under the 32%
ceiling. Payroll, rent and utilities are NOT charged to the dish; they go to the monthly break-even point. Mixing
them produces a false, inflated food cost and leads to price increases that drive customers away.

Can I automate the checklist with AI?

Yes, several items. AI recosting connected to your invoices checks on its own that no dish crosses the 32%
ceiling and alerts you on your phone, meeting that item with no manual work. But you need a recipe costing
sheet first: without portion weights there is nothing to recalculate. The line portioning items still require human
judgment every Monday.

D ATA  &  S O U R C E S

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

Metric Value Source

Share of total sales from alcohol beverages at
US full-service restaurants that serve them, for
deciding which beverages to offer and at what
margin (2023)

21 % de las
ventas totales

National Restaurant Association — Alcohol
beverage services overflowing with potential
to draw customers, drive sales (2023)

Share of sales from alcohol beverages at US
limited-service restaurants that serve them
(2023)

6 % de las
ventas

National Restaurant Association — Alcohol
beverage services overflowing with potential
to draw customers, drive sales (2023)

Share of US beer drinkers more inclined to
choose a restaurant based on alcohol availability
(2023)

70 % de los
bebedores de
cerveza

National Restaurant Association — Alcohol
beverage services overflowing with potential
to draw customers, drive sales (2023)

Sector data 2026 (official sources)
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Metric Value Source

Share of US full-service operators who say
beverages can drive restaurant traffic (2026)

87 % de los
operadores de
servicio
completo

National Restaurant Association vía Nation's
Restaurant News — National Restaurant
Association finds beverages can drive growth
(2026)

Share of US full-service operators expanding
mixed cocktails (2026)

55 % de los
operadores de
servicio
completo

National Restaurant Association vía Nation's
Restaurant News — National Restaurant
Association finds beverages can drive growth
(2026)

US food away from home price change,
December 2024 to December 2025, pricing
context for restaurant beverages (2025)

4,1 % de
aumento
interanual

U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics — Consumer
Price Index: 2025 in review (2026)

C O M M U N I T Y

Join our MASTERESTAURANT Community for FREE

Restaurant owners and teams from 43 countries sharing knowledge, tools and applied AI — straight to
your WhatsApp.

Join the community
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