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QUICK VERDICT

Verdict: how to make a restaurant profitable is settled by measurement frequency, not by a
recipe book. The traditional method closes the accounting P&L between the 15th and the
25th of the following month, so the operator discovers the capital leakage after paying for
it for 45 to 60 days; the Masterestaurant framework measures prime cost weekly,
computes variance between theoretical and actual cost by input family, and anchors every
menu decision to contribution margin in currency per dish rather than to a percentage.
With the CPI for food away from home rising 3.5% year over year (U.S. Bureau of Labor
Statistics, 2026) and fed cattle projected at +5% for 2025-2026 (USDA ERS, 2026), a 60-day
correction cycle is a treasury decision, not an administrative detail. The hard rule does not
move: 32% food cost per dish as the ceiling, with payroll and rent charged to break-even,
never to the plate.
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INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY OF MASTERESTAURANT® — EXCLUSIVE FOR SECTOR LEADERS

The owner asking how to make a restaurant profitable rarely has a sales problem: what he has is a resolution
problem in time. He sells, he invoices, he fills the room on a Friday, and the bank balance still refuses to grow.
Between August 2023 and August 2024, 1,600 restaurants closed in Colombia while sector sales fell 44%
during 2024 (Acodrés, 2025), and in the United States more than 20 chains or franchisees filed for bankruptcy
during 2025 (Restaurant Business, 2025). None of those operators ignored food cost; most of them knew it 45
days late.

| got this wrong for years: | assumed the failure was purchasing discipline, and it turned out to be information

architecture. An accounting P&L exists to pay taxes and satisfy a lender, not to govern a kitchen; the managerial
P&L, which separates variable cost from fixed structure and closes every week, exists for the opposite purpose.
Diego F. Parra built the Masterestaurant framework on that distinction, and the financial pillar of Masterestaurant

always opens with the same uncomfortable question: how many days pass between the moment you lose a

dollar and the moment you find out?

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON

Side-by-side comparison

Latency between leakage and
detection

Decision unit for the menu

Treatment of payroll and rent

Purchasing control under

input inflation

Digital channel commissions

Menu engineering

www.masterestaurant.com - White Paper - How to make a restaurant profitable: the traditional method against the Masterestaurant framework

TRADITIONAL METHOD
(MONTHLY ACCOUNTING
CLOSE)

X 4510 60 days (close lands
between the 15th and 25th of the
following month)

X Percentage food cost per dish
against a generic 30% target

X Allocated into plate cost,
distorting the selling price

X Reacts once the invoice
arrives; +5% fed cattle 2025-2026
absorbed without cover (USDA
ERS, 2026)

X Delivery priced like the dining
room, against 15% to 30%
commission (Rezku, 2026)

X Annual review, or whenever a
supplier raises prices

MASTERESTAURANT FRAMEWORK
(WEEKLY MANAGERIAL P&L)

v' 7 days (inventory count and prime cost

every Monday)

v Contribution margin in currency per
dish, with a hard 32% food cost ceiling

v'  Charged to break-even; never to the
plate (MR costing rule)

v' Theoretical against actual variance by
input family, action threshold at 1.5 points
of sales

v" Channel menu with its own pricing and
a short list of high-margin dishes

v Quarterly popularity-margin matrix,
with +15% check achievable through menu
psychology (NeatMenu, 2026)
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TRADITIONAL METHOD MASTERESTAURANT FRAMEWORK

(MONTHLY ACCOUNTING (WEEKLY MANAGERIAL P&L)
CLOSE)

KPI dashboard horizon X Annual EBITDA estimated for v" Weekly prime cost, monthly EBITDA,
the accountant ROl at 3, 6 and 12 months for the board

Chapter 1 — How many days pass between losing a dollar and finding out?

Forty-five, at best, if your accounting closes the P&L between the 15th and the 25th of the
following month.

That number, not food cost, decides whether a restaurant turns profitable, because a two-point deviation on an
operation billing 500,000 to 1 million USD a year works out to roughly 1,600 USD a month already gone from the
till by the time the report lands. The data backs the discomfort: 1,600 restaurants closed in Colombia between
August 2023 and August 2024 while sector sales fell 44% in 2024 (Acodrés, 2025), and more than 20 U.S.
chains or franchisees filed for bankruptcy during 2025 (Restaurant Business, 2025). The operator who mea-
sures weekly fixes Thursday's order; the one who measures monthly writes an autopsy. TIME RESOLUTION is
the lever here. An accounting income statement exists to pay taxes and to let the bank read a balance sheet, not
to decide whether you buy loin or leg tomorrow.

Chapter 2 — An accounting P&L does not run a kitchen, and never did

| got this wrong for years: | believed the leak was purchasing indiscipline, and it turned out to be information ar-
chitecture. The managerial P&L separates variable cost from fixed structure, closes every week on seven critical
items and tolerates provisional numbers; the accounting one demands exactness and therefore arrives late.
With the cost of food away from home rising 3.5% year over year (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2026) and fed
cattle projected 5% higher for 2025-2026 (USDA ERS, 2026), a monthly close turns every supplier increase into
a settled loss. Diego F. Parra built the financial pillar of the Masterestaurant framework on that distinction, not on
one more purchasing playbook. In a restaurant billing below 500,000 USD annually, profitability is decided by
the owner's own hand, and the recommendation for this band holds no matter how far up the document goes: a
weekly count of the ten items carrying 70% of the cost, on a spreadsheet, beats any software.

Chapter 3 — Under 500,000 USD a year: the band where the owner is the system

Two points of food cost deviation on 400,000 USD amount to 8,000 USD a year, close to a full kitchen salary i
the U.S. base wage sits around 14.20 USD an hour after rising 4% in 2024 (7shifts, 2024). The trap in this band
is price: large chains raised menu prices 42% between 2020 and 2025 against 22% general inflation (One Haus,
2025), and the small operator who copies that jump without brand leverage loses traffic before gaining check.
Raise resolution instead of prices. The first serious contradiction of the trade shows up here, and it deserves re-
solving rather than dodging: the restaurant now bills enough to hire an accountant, and for exactly that reason it
stops looking at its own numbers. Delegating the accounting close is right; delegating the managerial close is
the leak. An operator in this band who finds two points of deviation 50 days late has already paid that deviation
across some eight weeks of purchasing, between 8,000 and 16,000 USD depending on the mix, and no tight-
ened menu next month brings it back.
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Chapter 4 — From 500,000 to 1 million: the stretch where the clock costs real money

Add that U.S. merchants paid a record 198.25 billion USD in card processing fees in 2025 (The Motley Fool,
2025) and that DoorDash charges 15% to 30% per order (Rezku, 2026): two channels eroding margin quietly.
Measure Thursday and Friday, not the 20th. Past the million mark the arithmetic relocates: food cost still mat-
ters, but payroll and rent move the break-even point, and neither belongs on the plate. A 1.2-million restaurant
running 32% food cost and 30% payroll keeps barely seven or eight points of slack before a 5% protein increase
(USDA ERS, 2026) or a 4% wage adjustment (7shifts, 2024) eats the result. Beyond 5 million, with two or three
units, the enemy stops being the supplier and becomes variance between locations: the same recipe running
two points apart across kitchens burns 100,000 USD a year. The lever in this band is the measured standard,
and the Masterestaurant tools exist so that standard carries a weekly number rather than a quarterly opinion.

Chapter 5 — The high end: celebrity restaurants and large-format themed venues

Above 5 and 10 million USD a cost structure appears that resembles nothing described so far, and it should be
said without romance: the celebrity-chef restaurant and the large-format themed venue buy traffic through brand
investment, and that investment is a fixed cost dressed as marketing. The 348 full-service chain locations shut
down through bankruptcy in 2024, some 1.3% of the Top 500 (Technomic, 2024), did not fall on food cost; they
fell on heavy structure against flat sales. A venue this size pays between 60,000 and 200,000 USD a year on dé-
cor and staging upkeep alone, and it depends on a flow that a creator's post moves 30% in bookings the follow-
ing week (Marketing LTB, 2025), a spike that drops as fast as it climbs. What saves this band is contribution
modeling by time slot. Moving the managerial close from the 20th to every Friday changes the year's result, and
the math is easy to follow.

Chapter 6 — What happens if you pull the close forward fourteen days

Take an 800,000 USD operation carrying 1.5 points of cost deviation: on a monthly close it lives with the leak for
about six weeks before reacting, losing roughly 1,400 USD a week, some 8,400 USD per episode; on a weekly
close it reacts in seven days and loses 1,400. If the year brings four episodes —a protein spike, a new waste
pattern, a badly costed dish, a shift without portion control—, the gap is 28,000 USD that stay in the till without
selling one extra plate. Compare that against raising prices when chain menus already climbed 42% since 2020
(One Haus, 2025). The money sits in the clock. Start by listing the seven items carrying most of your food cost
and count them every Monday before opening, priced off the last invoice rather than off the system. That exer-
cise takes fifteen minutes and produces the figure no accounting P&L will hand you in time: theoretical cost
against last week's actual, with the gap stated in money instead of percentage.

Chapter 7 — First Monday: seven items, one sheet, fifteen minutes

An operator at 600,000 USD who closes that gap by one point recovers 6,000 USD a year, more than renegoti-
ating two suppliers yields. And when food away from home climbs 3.5% year over year (BLS, 2026) while
Spanish restaurant profitability falls 0.9% in 2025 on costs and regulation (Hosteltur, 2025), whoever holds the
number on Monday decides, and whoever holds it on the 20th explains. Count on Monday. The difference is not
rigor, it is the clock. Both methods calculate food cost; only one does it while Thursday's order can still be cor-
rected. An operator in the 500 thousand to 1 million USD band who discovers a two-point deviation 50 days late
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has already paid for that deviation across roughly eight weeks of purchasing, and no tightening of next month's
menu brings that money back. The traditional method treats profitability as an outcome; the Masterestaurant
framework treats it as a control variable.

Chapter 8 — The real difference, expressed in cash

With the CPI for food away from home advancing 3.5% year over year (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2026)
and large U.S. chains having already raised menu prices 42% between 2020 and 2025, nearly double the 22%
general inflation reported by One Haus (2025), the room for pricing has been spent. What remains is cost struc-
ture. There is an honest tension here, and it deserves a straight answer: weekly measurement costs hours from
a head chef who is already saturated. For a while | defended the biweekly count as a reasonable middle ground.
Not anymore. A biweekly cut averages two different purchasing cycles and hides exactly the bad week, which is
the one that explains the leakage; those four weekly hours cost less than one point of prime cost in an operation
above 1 million USD a year. The third contrast is vocabulary. Traditional practice speaks in percentages; the
Masterestaurant framework forces the conversation into currency.

Chapter 9 — The real difference, expressed in cash — in practice

A dish carrying 24% food cost that sells four units per service contributes less margin than one at 31% selling
forty, and that elementary arithmetic rescues most badly designed menus.

POINT BY POINT

Criterion-by-criterion analysis: traditional against Masterestaurant

PRIME COST MEASUREMENT FREQUENCY

A - TRADITIONAL METHOD (MONTHLY B - MASTERESTAURANT Weekly, with
ACCOUNTING CLOSE)
Monday inventory counts published on

Monthly, closing between the 15th and Tuesday

25th of the following month

Verdict: The Masterestaurant framework wins: an order can only be corrected inside the current
purchasing cycle, and at 45 days the money is gone.
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MENU DECISION CRITERION

A - TRADITIONAL METHOD (MONTHLY B - MASTERESTAURANT Contribution
ACCOUNTING CLOSE)

margin in currency crossed with units sold,

Percentage food cost per dish against a hard 32% food cost ceiling

generic 30% target

Verdict: The Masterestaurant framework wins: an isolated percentage rewards dishes that move
no cash and punishes the high-rotation items funding the structure.

ALLOCATION OF PAYROLL AND RENT

A - TRADITIONAL METHOD (MONTHLY B - MASTERESTAURANT Charged to
ACCOUNTING CLOSE)

break-even, outside plate costing
Allocated into plate cost

Verdict: The Masterestaurant framework wins, and here the traditional method has no technical

defense: spreading fixed cost over variable volume produces a price that shifts whenever sales
shift.

DIGITAL CHANNEL MANAGEMENT

A - TRADITIONAL METHOD (MONTHLY B - MASTERESTAURANT Channel menu
ACCOUNTING CLOSE)

o o _ . with dedicated pricing and assortment, net
Dining room pricing replicated on delivery contribution measured after commission

Verdict: The Masterestaurant framework wins: at commissions of 15% to 30% (Rezku, 2026) the
channel only pays when price and assortment are designed for it.
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COVER AGAINST INPUT INFLATION

A - TRADITIONAL METHOD (MONTHLY

B - MASTERESTAURANT Scenario
ACCOUNTING CLOSE)
simulation at 5%, 12% and 20%, with

Reacts when the invoice lands, absorbing action thresholds defined before the event

the increase in margin

Verdict: The Masterestaurant framework wins, though the traditional method works fine in stable

price environments, which no longer exist: fed cattle is projected at +5% for 2025-2026 (USDA
ERS, 2026).

ADMINISTRATIVE LOAD OF IMPLEMENTATION

A - TRADITIONAL METHOD (MONTHLY

B - MASTERESTAURANT Medium: it
ACCOUNTING CLOSE)

demands four to six weekly hours from
Low: the accountant does the work once a

kitchen leadership and administration
month

Verdict: The traditional method wins on effort, and it is fair to say so; but above 1 million USD a
year those hours cost less than a single point of prime cost.

USEFULNESS FOR A BOARD OR INVESTOR

A - TRADITIONAL METHOD (MONTHLY

B - MASTERESTAURANT ROl at 3, 6 and
ACCOUNTING CLOSE)
12 months with written assumptions, cited

Estimated annual EBITDA, with no - .
sources and sensitivity analysis

traceability of assumptions

Verdict: The Masterestaurant framework wins: a board funds what it can audit, and a number
without a declared assumption cannot be audited.

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON
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What the traditional method does DIAGNOSIS AT 60 DAYS

X Closes the P&L with the accountant between the 15th and the 25th of the following month, once the
purchasing cycle has already turned twice.

X Computes food cost as a global percentage of sales, without separating input families or distinguishing
waste from theft.

X Allocates payroll and rent inside plate cost, artificially inflating the selling price of high-rotation dishes.

X Sets prices by looking at the restaurant next door instead of contribution margin in currency.

X  Treats delivery as free incremental revenue, ignoring marketplace commissions that reach 30%
(Rezku, 2026).

X Reviews the menu once a year, absorbing every input increase for eleven months.

X Confuses cash with profit: the restaurant has money on Friday and a structural deficit by quarter-end.

What the Masterestaurant framework does MASTERESTAURANT

v" Counts inventory every Monday and publishes the week's prime cost by Tuesday, against a pre-agreed
alarm threshold.

v'  Separates theoretical from actual cost by family (protein, dairy, dry goods, beverage) and chases
variance where it actually sits.

v" Sends payroll, rent and utilities to break-even, leaving the plate with clean raw-material cost under a
32% ceiling.

v" Decides the menu through a popularity against contribution-margin matrix, in currency, every quarter.

v Builds a dedicated delivery menu with its own pricing and assortment, measuring net contribution after
commission.

v Ties every decision to a three-horizon dashboard: weekly operating, monthly financial, annual board-
level.

v" Documents assumptions and sources behind each figure, so the board argues about criteria rather
than about the number.
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SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON

Side-by-side comparison

Latency between leakage and
detection

Decision unit for the menu

Treatment of payroll and rent

Purchasing control under

input inflation

Digital channel commissions

Menu engineering

KPI dashboard horizon

THE NUMBERS THAT MATTER

TRADITIONAL METHOD
(MONTHLY ACCOUNTING
CLOSE)

X 4510 60 days (close lands
between the 15th and 25th of the
following month)

X Percentage food cost per dish
against a generic 30% target

X Allocated into plate cost,
distorting the selling price

X Reacts once the invoice
arrives; +5% fed cattle 2025-2026
absorbed without cover (USDA
ERS, 2026)

X Delivery priced like the dining
room, against 15% to 30%
commission (Rezku, 2026)

X Annual review, or whenever a
supplier raises prices

X Annual EBITDA estimated for
the accountant

MASTERESTAURANT FRAMEWORK
(WEEKLY MANAGERIAL P&L)

v' 7 days (inventory count and prime cost
every Monday)

v Contribution margin in currency per
dish, with a hard 32% food cost ceiling

v' Charged to break-even; never to the
plate (MR costing rule)

v' Theoretical against actual variance by
input family, action threshold at 1.5 points
of sales

v" Channel menu with its own pricing and
a short list of high-margin dishes

v Quarterly popularity-margin matrix,
with +15% check achievable through menu
psychology (NeatMenu, 2026)

v Weekly prime cost, monthly EBITDA,
ROI at 3, 6 and 12 months for the board

Environmental indicators shaping margin in 2026

l|2 %

Menu price increase at large U.S. chains between

2020 and 2025, against 22% general inflation

3.9

Year-over-year CPI for food away from
home (May 2026 against May 2025)

www.masterestaurant.com - White Paper - How to make a restaurant profitable: the traditional method against the Masterestaurant framework Page 9 of 14



5 %

Projected increase in U.S. fed cattle
prices for the 2025-2026 cycle

30 %

Standard DoorDash marketplace
commission per order (range of 15% to 30%)

Restaurants closed in Colombia
between August 2023 and August 2024

15 %

Average check lift achievable
through menu engineering and menu
psychology, without raising prices

VISUALIZATION

The numbers, visualized

Menu price increase at large U.S. chains between 2020 and 2025, against 22% general inflation

Year-over-year CPI for food away from home (May 2026 against May 2025)

Projected increase in U.S. fed cattle prices for the 2025-2026 cycle

Standard DoorDash marketplace commission per order (range of 15% to 30%)

Restaurants closed in Colombia between August 2023 and August 2024

Average check lift achievable through menu engineering and menu psychology, without raising prices

Sources: One Haus 2025 - U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2026 - USDA ERS 2026 - Rezku 2026 - Acodrés 2025
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Chart by masterestaurant.com

REAL CASE

“We worked with a 120-seat full service operation in the 500 thousand to 1 million USD band that had spent
fourteen months with EBITDA between 1% and 2%. Prime cost came in at 71% of sales: food cost 34.8%
and payroll 36.2%. We moved three things, and raising menu prices was not one of them. First, weekly
inventory with variance by family: the deviation sat in protein, 2.9 points of sales, split between portioning
without grams and trim waste. Second, the menu dropped from 68 to 41 references, ranked by contribution
margin in currency rather than percentage food cost. Third, a dedicated delivery menu of 19 dishes with
channel pricing, because at 28% commission the side dishes were selling at a loss. Seven months later
prime cost closed at 62.4%, food cost at 30.1% and EBITDA at 9.6%, with sales essentially flat: the margin
came out of the structure, not out of the guest.”

— Diego F. Parra, restaurant consultant and founder of Masterestaurant
HOW TO APPLY IT IN YOUR RESTAURANT

A 90-day roadmap to make a restaurant profitable

@ Days 1-15: build the managerial P&L and seal the baseline
Before touching the menu, split the accounting P&L from the managerial one. The managerial
version puts only sales-driven costs on top, raw material and variable payroll, with fixed
structure below: rent, utilities, administration, insurance. Take a full physical inventory, value it at
replacement cost and close the first prime cost measurement. Document theoretical food cost
for your twenty best sellers with a written standard recipe and gram weights; without that
theoretical figure there is no variance, and without variance there are only opinions. Set the
alarm threshold before you see the result, so nobody negotiates the criterion afterwards: prime
cost above 65% of sales triggers review, and food cost above 32% per dish blocks the
reference.

@ Days 16-45: chase variance where it lives, not where it hurts least

Two or three weekly counts already give you signal. Compute variance by input family with the
elementary formula: variance in points equals actual cost minus theoretical cost, divided by
sales for the period. In most operations we review, between 60% and 75% of the deviation
concentrates in protein, and within protein in three causes: portioning without a scale, unused
trim waste and receiving without weighing against the invoice. Install a scale on the portioning
line, demand weight at receiving and close the loop on trim usage. With fed cattle projected at
+5% for 2025-2026 (USDA ERS, 2026), every point of protein variance grows more expensive
simply by standing still.

www.masterestaurant.com - White Paper - How to make a restaurant profitable: the traditional method against the Masterestaurant framework Page 11 of 14


https://masterestaurant.com/
https://www.masterestaurant.com/recetas-estandar/

@ Days 46-70: redesign menu and channel around contribution margin
Map every reference onto two axes: units sold against contribution margin in currency. High-
rotation, low-margin dishes get rescued through the recipe, not through price; low-turn, low-
margin dishes leave the menu and free up mise en place, cold storage and the cook's attention.
Cut references until the kitchen can execute the number one dish with the same quality at 21:40
as at 12:10. For delivery, build a separate channel menu whose pricing absorbs the 15% to 30%
commission (Rezku, 2026) and which excludes dishes that travel badly. If you run QR ordering,
keep the physical menu: QR updates prices and gives you analytics, the printed menu governs
service rhythm and suggestive selling.

@ Days 71-90: install the three-horizon dashboard and take it to the board
Closing the quarter is not a report, it is the installation of a routine that survives without the
consultant. Leave three layers behind: weekly operating, covering prime cost, variance by
family, average check and table turnover; monthly financial, covering EBITDA, break-even in
covers and net contribution by channel; annual board-level, covering ROI on the interventions,
committed CapEx and territory risk per location. Present the first ROl reading with written
assumptions and cited sources, including sensitivity to the stress scenario. A board that argues
about criteria moves forward; a board still arguing about whether the number is right has no
measurement system yet.

FAQ

Frequently asked questions about restaurant profitability

What margin should a restaurant realistically target in 20267

A mature full service operation should sustain EBITDA between 8% and 15% of sales, with prime cost under
65%. Below 5% the business cannot fund its own equipment replacement or absorb input inflation: the CPI for
food away from home is advancing 3.5% year over year (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2026).

Why does my restaurant sell well and still lose money?

Because sales cover variable cost while fixed structure eats the rest. If payroll and rent are allocated into the
plate, the price lies and break-even stays hidden. Split both blocks in a weekly managerial P&L and the capital
leakage shows up within three counts.

How do | calculate actual food cost rather than the theoretical recipe figure?

Actual food cost is opening inventory plus purchases minus closing inventory, divided by sales for the period.
Variance is that result minus the theoretical cost of recipes sold. Above 1.5 points of sales, review portioning,
receiving by weight and waste before blaming the supplier.
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Should | shut down delivery if commissions reach 30%?

Not outright: redesign it. With commissions of 15% to 30% (Rezku, 2026), the mistake is publishing the dining
room menu untouched. Build a channel menu with its own pricing and only dishes whose contribution margin in

currency stays positive after commission, packaging and transport waste.

DATA & SOURCES

Sector data 2026 (official sources)

Verifiable industry benchmarks from official, non-commercial sources (government, industry associations,

market research) - not competitors.

Metric

Costo laboral en QSR (EE. UU.)

Operadores de servicio completo que
subieron precios (EE. UU.)

Aumento de costos de insumos desde 2019
(EE. UU.)

Salario minimo federal con propina en EE.
Uu.

Salario minimo en California (incluye

personal con propina)

Cierres de cadenas de servicio completo
por quiebra (EE. UU.)

Propiedad Intelectual de Masterestaurant® — Exclusivo para Lideres de Sector -

Benchmark 2026

+6,3% en 2024 (por alza de salario

minimo)

90% subié precios en 2024; 60%
quité platos del menu

+35% en alimentos y +35% en laboral

2,13 USD/hora en 2025

16,50 USD/hora en 2025

348 locales cerrados en 2024 (1,3%
del Top 500)

Source

National Restaurant
Association 2024

National Restaurant
Association 2024

National Restaurant
Association 2024

U.S. Department of Labor
2025

State of California /
Paychex 2025

Technomic 2024

masterestaurant.com
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https://www.dol.gov/agencies/whd/state/minimum-wage/tipped
https://www.paychex.com/articles/payroll-taxes/minimum-wage-for-tipped-employees
https://www.paychex.com/articles/payroll-taxes/minimum-wage-for-tipped-employees
https://www.restaurantbusinessonline.com/financing/bankruptcies-wiped-out-lot-full-service-restaurant-locations-last-year
https://chat.whatsapp.com/KQh54oRhxNT7niQOvETZwF

Author: Diego F. Parra - Publisher: MASTERESTAURANT®

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