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QUICK VERDICT

Verdict: traditional plate costing —standard recipe, purchase price, target food cost—
remains arithmetically sound and is already insufficient in scope, because it prices a dish
that no longer sells through one channel at one price. The same dish now travels through
dining room, pickup, a delivery marketplace charging double-digit commission, and
geotargeted paid media, and every leg eats margin the classic recipe card never records.
The recommendation here is simple and demanding: hold food cost below 32% as a per-
dish ceiling, but DECIDE using contribution margin by channel and weekly food cost
variance, never an annual percentage. With sector net margins running 3% to 9% per
Statista and payroll above 25% of expenses per Toast and Restaurant Dive (2024), three
undetected points of variance consume the entire profit of a venue under 500 thousand
USD in annual revenue.
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INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY OF MASTERESTAURANT® — EXCLUSIVE FOR SECTOR LEADERS

A dish costed at 4.10 USD on January's recipe card reaches the guest in August at a real cost of 4.90, and the
owner finds out twelve months later, when the accountant closes the year. That lag —not inflation— is the
structural vulnerability this white paper addresses: traditional plate costing produces an exact number on top of
an expired assumption.

The arithmetic does not fail. Frequency fails, and scope fails. When the sector's pre-tax operating margin
averages 10.66% in the 2024 NYU Stern (Damodaran) dataset, and net margin runs 3% to 9% per Statista, the
gap between theoretical and real cost stops being an accounting matter and becomes the difference between
distributing profits and refinancing debt.

This document is written for the operator already living off the digital channel: local search, the Google Maps
profile, the delivery marketplace algorithm, and the five-star review holding up average ticket. On that ground,
plate costing stops being a kitchen spreadsheet and becomes the control instrument that decides which dish
gets geotargeted media spend and which one leaves the digital menu.

Diego F. Parra and the Masterestaurant framework hold an uncomfortable thesis: most digital menus are
optimized for conversion and blind to contribution margin. Operators push the most-ordered dish, not the most
profitable one, and the algorithm amplifies that error with an efficiency no paper menu ever had.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY. Problem: traditional plate costing computes unit cost on historical purchase prices and
revisits it annually or quarterly, while the real operation sells the same dish across four channels with different
commission, packaging, and shrinkage structures; the result is capital leakage invisible in the management P&L.
Evidence: payroll above 25% of expenses per Toast and Restaurant Dive (2024), payroll at 34.2% among
profitable operators versus 36.5% for the average per the National Restaurant Association's Restaurant
Operations Data Abstract 2025 with 2024 data, and at least eight restaurant brands filing Chapter 11 during
2025 per Restaurant Business. Framework: Masterestaurant costing separates theoretical cost, real cost, and
served cost by channel, closing the loop with weekly food cost variance. Key finding: in operations where
marketplace sales exceed 30%, the star dish loses between 6 and 11 points of contribution margin against the
same dish sold in the dining room, without the recipe card's food cost moving a decimal. Recommendation:
install weekly variance by product family within 90 days, tie geotargeted spend to contribution margin rather than
volume, and treat the 32% food cost ceiling as an upper limit, never as a target.

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON

Side-by-side comparison

TRADITIONAL COSTING MASTERESTAURANT COSTING

Cost review frequency X Annual or quarterly: 1 to 4 v Weekly by family: 52 reviews per year
reviews per year

Decision unit X Percentage food cost per v Contribution margin in USD per dish and
dish, 32% ceiling per channel
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Channels included in the cost

Delivery commission
treatment

Deviation detection (food cost

variance)

Link to geotargeted media

Packaging and digital-order
shrinkage

Board-level output

TRADITIONAL COSTING

X 1 channel: dining room,

menu price

X Selling expense, outside
dish costing

X Surfaces at book close, 3 to
12 months late

X None: the best seller gets
promoted

X Not allocated to the dish:
0.00 USD charged

X Consolidated food cost, 1

MASTERESTAURANT COSTING

v" 4 channels: dining room, pickup,
marketplace, catering

v' Direct deduction: 18% to 30% of ticket,
inside channel margin

v 7-day alert once variance exceeds 1.5

points

v Budget assigned to the 5 highest
contribution-margin dishes

v Allocated per SKU: 0.35 to 1.10 USD by
format

v Four-KPI matrix at 3, 6, and 12 months

monthly figure bridged to EBITDA

Chapter 1 — Served cost: where plate costing actually ends

Plate costing must close when the customer receives the order, not when the cook plates it, and that single cor-
rection of PERIMETER moves the number by four to eleven points of contribution margin. The classic recipe
card captures protein, side, sauce and kitchen waste; it leaves out the marketplace commission, the packaging,
the promotional discount the algorithm applied without asking you, and the transport loss that sends back a
twenty-dollar order. With sector net margins running between 3% and 9% according to Statista, four unmea-
sured points of cost decide whether the year gets distributed or refinanced. | worked for years with recipe cards
that ended at the kitchen door, and that was a design error rather than an arithmetic one: the figure was calculat-
ed correctly over the wrong perimeter. Weekly, by product family, with no exception for volatile-price families.

Chapter 2 — How often should a plate's theoretical cost be recalculated?

Reviewing four times a year is like driving and checking the rear-view mirror once a quarter:

a plate priced at 4.10 USD on January's card reaches the table in August costing 4.90, and the owner finds out
twelve months later when the accountant closes the year. FREQUENCY is the vulnerability, not inflation. Fixing it
needs no expensive software; it needs inventory discipline and an honest definition of theoretical cost against
real cost. The data behind that discipline is hard: profitable operators hold labor at 34.2% of sales versus 36.5%
for the full-service average, according to the National Restaurant Association's Restaurant Operations Data
Abstract 2025 with 2024 data. Two and three tenths of a point separate earning from surviving. Most digital
menus push the dish that gets ordered most, not the one that pays most, and that is the most uncomfortable
finding of the Masterestaurant framework.

Chapter 3 — The digital menu is optimized for conversion and blind to margin

Diego F. Parra states it without softening: the marketplace algorithm amplifies a costing error with an efficiency
no paper menu ever had, because it promotes by order volume while you pay by margin point. In operations
with more than 30% of sales through marketplaces, the contribution margin of the star dish drops between 6 and
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11 points against that same dish served in the dining room, without the recipe card's food cost moving a single
decimal. The global ghost kitchen market already reached 72.06 billion USD in 2024 according to Credence
Research, so this channel is no marginal experiment: it is the dominant cost structure of the coming decade.
Below 500 thousand USD a year, an 0.80 USD error on the best seller eats between 20% and 35% of the annu-
al profit, since there is no volume to dilute it and no purchasing power to negotiate it away.

Chapter 4 — Costing by revenue band: the same error carries a different price

Between 500 thousand and 1 million the second cook arrives, and with him the unsupervised waste that usually
costs one to two points of food cost. Above a million the problem stops being the plate and becomes the catalog:
eighty live SKUs, forty suppliers, and a quarterly review that no longer covers it. Past 5 million, weekly variance
stops being good practice and turns into a financing requirement, because sale multiples run between 2.80x and
3.65x EBITDA according to Sofer Advisors, and every mismeasured point of food cost gets discounted three
times over at the negotiating table. In the celebrity-chef restaurant or the large-format themed venue, the plate's
food cost weighs less than the structure holding it up, and that is exactly where traditional costing turns danger-
ous by being reassuring.

Chapter 5 — High end: above 10 million, plate cost is the smallest of your costs

A fine dining room with a name on the door can run 28% food cost and still lose money, because the brigade,
the floor and the upkeep of the concept absorb the difference; remember that labor already exceeded 25% of
restaurant expenses in 2024, up from 23% in 2021, according to Toast and Restaurant Dive. The market punish-
es it too: fine dining concepts sell between 2x and 4x EBITDA while fast-casual reaches 4x to 7x, according to
Sofer Advisors. The plate is not the large format's problem; the problem is how many plates must be sold to pay
for the stage they are served on. Thirty-two percent food cost per dish is the maximum tolerable, not the goal,
and confusing the two is the costliest error of judgment | keep meeting in the small band. A plate that closes at
32% clears the filter only if its contribution margin in absolute dollars carries the break-even point, and that or-
dering matters: dollars of margin per plate sold first, percentage second.

Chapter 6 — The 32% food cost ceiling is an upper limit, never a target

Labor, rent and utilities do NOT get charged to the plate; they belong to break-even, and mixing them produces
a cost figure nobody can act on. Weigh the sector contrast: a bar holds a 10% to 15% net margin on a 70% to
80% gross margin according to Toast 2024, while full service sits at 3% to 5% according to Statista. Same
kitchen, two different economies. What happened to the eight restaurant brands that filed Chapter 11 in the
United States during 2025, according to Restaurant Business: the numbers balanced on the P&L and the cash
never showed up. Follow the thread. If theoretical cost says 4.10 and the real one is 4.90, you lose 0.80 per
plate; if on top of that 35% of those sales go through a marketplace with commission and packaging, served
cost brushes 6.20 and the dish you called a star ends up financing the channel.

Chapter 7 — What happens if you never separate theoretical, real and served cost?

At a thousand plates a week that is 2,100 USD weekly, more than 109 thousand a year, in a business
whose pre-tax operating margin averages 10.66% according to NYU Stern's 2024 dataset (Damodaran).
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On The Border closed 40 of its 120 stores after bankruptcy, per the same source. Nobody goes under from one
mispriced dish; they go under from twelve months of not measuring it. Start with the five families that concen-
trate 70% of your sales and build weekly variance on them before touching the rest of the catalog. Week one:
opening and closing inventory, same person, same hour, no exceptions. Weeks two through four: theoretical
cost against real cost by family, with the gap written on a single board the owner reads on Mondays. From
day 30 to 60, add served cost by channel, charging commission, packaging and discount to the dish that
generated them.

Chapter 8 — Ninety-day rollout: what to do Monday morning

From 60 to 90, tie geolocated ad spend to contribution margin instead of order volume. An operator billing a mil-
lion who cuts two points of food cost recovers 20 thousand USD a year, a figure consistent with the 9.8% aver-
age profit margin reported by TouchBistro 2024. Your first move is to pull the recipe card of your best seller and
add the commission to it. SCOPE. Traditional costing ends at the kitchen door; Masterestaurant costing ends
when the guest receives the order. Between those two points sit marketplace commission, packaging, promo-
tional discount, and transport shrinkage, and none of them appears on the classic recipe card. With sector net
margins of 3% to 9% per Statista, four unmeasured points decide the year. FREQUENCY. Reviewing cost four
times a year is driving while checking the rearview mirror once a quarter. Weekly variance by family needs no
expensive software: it needs inventory discipline and an honest definition of theoretical cost.

Chapter 9 — The four differences that move the outcome

Profitable operators hold payroll at 34.2% against the 36.5% average, per the National Restaurant Association's
Restaurant Operations Data Abstract 2025 with 2024 data, and that 2.3-point gap is built through weekly control,
not annual cuts. DECISION UNIT. Percentages mislead once the ticket changes channel. A dish at 28% food
cost in the dining room can fall to negative contribution margin on a marketplace charging 30% commission
alongside a 15% discount. | defended percentage food cost as the single compass for years, and | was wrong
there: the percentage protects you from disaster, contribution margin in USD builds the profit. WHERE THE
DATA GOES. Under the traditional method costing dies in the kitchen; inside the Masterestaurant framework it
feeds three separate decisions —which dish receives geotargeted spend, which dish heads the aggregator
menu, and which dish leaves the lineup—, and that connection between cost and the local digital engine turns a
spreadsheet into an EBITDA lever.

POINT BY POINT
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Comparative analysis, criterion by criterion

UNIT COST ACCURACY

A - TRADITIONAL cosTING High the day B - MASTERESTAURANT High and
you calculate it, decaying every week the sustained: theoretical cost is recalculated
purchase price goes unrefreshed. against the latest invoice and checked

against weekly real consumption.

Verdict: A tie on day one, a clear Masterestaurant advantage from week four, once the price
assumption has expired.

MARGIN VISIBILITY BY CHANNEL

A - TRADITIONAL cosTING None: one B - MASTERESTAURANT Complete:
figure covering dining room, pickup, and contribution margin in USD per dish and
marketplace, even though commission per channel, with a promotion-withdrawal
shifts 18% to 30% of the ticket. threshold.

Verdict: This is where the year gets decided. Channel costing wins, and not narrowly: it is the
only one that sees the leak.

SPEED OF DEVIATION DETECTION

A - TRADITIONAL COSTING 310 12 B - MASTERESTAURANT 7 days, with an
months, depending on when the automatic alert past 1.5 points of food cost
accountant closes the books. variance.

Verdict: Masterestaurant method. With net margin at 3% to 9% per Statista, one blind quarter
hands away the year's profit.
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IMPLEMENTATION COST (CAPEX AND OPEX)

A - TRADITIONAL cosTING Practically nil: B - MASTERESTAURANT Low CapEXx,

a spreadsheet and the chef's judgment. demanding OpEx: 3 to 5 management
hours per week during the first 90 days.

Verdict: Traditional wins on entry cost. It loses everywhere else, and those hours pay for
themselves on the first corrected dish.

USEFULNESS TO THE BOARD

A - TRADITIONAL cosTING One monthly B - MASTERESTAURANT Four-KPI
figure without traceability: explaining scorecard at 3, 6, and 12 months, explicitly
where the deviation came from is bridged to EBITDA and valuation multiple.
impossible.

Verdict: Masterestaurant method, no argument, because it translates kitchen into capital and that
translation funds the next unit.

FIT WITH THE LOCAL DIGITAL ENGINE

A - TRADITIONAL cOoSTING None: B - MASTERESTAURANT Direct: media

geotargeted spend follows dish popularity. budget and digital menu order both follow
contribution margin.

Verdict: The Masterestaurant framework wins. Promoting the most-ordered dish without checking
its margin means paying to sell worse.

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON
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Traditional costing: what it solves and where it breaks CLAsSsIC METHOD

X Recipe card with gram weights and purchase price: the foundation stays correct and no method
replaces it.

X Target food cost set as a percentage of menu price, reviewed at quarter or year end.

X Ignores marketplace commission, which across major regional aggregators runs 18% to 30% of the
ticket.

X Charges no packaging, disposable cutlery, or transport shrinkage to the cost of a delivered dish.

X Works off historical purchase prices: in volatile categories that assumption expires in weeks, not
months.

X Produces a single consolidated figure; the board cannot see which product family destroys margin.

Masterestaurant costing: theoretical, real, and served cost MASTERESTAURANT

v" Three costs per dish rather than one: theoretical (recipe card), real (measured consumption), and
served (real plus channel costs).

v" Weekly food cost variance by family, alert threshold at 1.5 points, escalation at 3 points.

v Contribution margin in USD as the decision unit; the percentage survives only as a 32% control ceiling.

v Explicit deduction of commission, packaging, and marketplace promotional discount before calling a
dish profitable.

v Digital menu engineering: the aggregator menu is ordered by contribution margin, not by popularity.

v/ Dashboard bridged to EBITDA, so the board conversation happens in the language of capital.

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON
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Side-by-side comparison

Cost review frequency

Decision unit

Channels included in the cost

Delivery commission
treatment

Deviation detection (food cost

variance)

Link to geotargeted media

Packaging and digital-order

shrinkage

Board-level output

TRADITIONAL COSTING

X Annual or quarterly: 1 to 4
reviews per year

X Percentage food cost per
dish, 32% ceiling

X 1 channel: dining room,

menu price

X Selling expense, outside
dish costing

X Surfaces at book close, 3 to
12 months late

X None: the best seller gets
promoted

X Not allocated to the dish:
0.00 USD charged

X Consolidated food cost, 1
monthly figure

MASTERESTAURANT COSTING

v Weekly by family: 52 reviews per year

v Contribution margin in USD per dish and
per channel

v" 4 channels: dining room, pickup,

marketplace, catering

v’ Direct deduction: 18% to 30% of ticket,
inside channel margin

v 7-day alert once variance exceeds 1.5
points

v"  Budget assigned to the 5 highest
contribution-margin dishes

v Allocated per SKU: 0.35 to 1.10 USD by
format

v Four-KPI matrix at 3, 6, and 12 months
bridged to EBITDA

THE NUMBERS THAT MATTER

Sector indicators framing plate costing in 2026

10.66

average pre-tax operating margin of
the restaurant sector (2024 dataset)

25 %

of restaurant expenses went to
payroll in 2024, up from 23% in 2021

34.20,

payroll as a share of sales among profitable full-

service operators, versus 36.5% for the average
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BRANDS

U.S. restaurant chains that
filed Chapter 11 during 2025

72060

M USD

size of the global ghost kitchen market in 2024

3.69x

average EBITDA multiple in a
restaurant sale (range 2.80x to 3.65x)

VISUALIZATION

The numbers, visualized

average pre-tax operating margin of the restaurant sector (2024 dataset)

G

of restaurant expenses went to payroll in 2024, up from 23% in 2021

G

payroll as a share of sales among profitable full-service operators, versus 36.5% for the average

e 34.2%

U.S. restaurant chains that filed Chapter 11 during 2025

L

BRANDS

average EBITDA multiple in a restaurant sale (range 2.80x to 3.65x)

@D s.65x

Sources: NYU Stern (Damodaran) 2024 - Toast / Restaurant Dive 2024 - National Restaurant Association 2025 (2024
data) - Restaurant Business 2025 - Credence Research 2024

Chart by masterestaurant.com

REAL CASE
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https://masterestaurant.com/

“Our food cost sat locked at 29.4% and we assumed the problem was volume. Once we split served cost
by channel, two dishes surfaced that returned 6.80 USD of contribution margin in the dining room and 0.40
on the marketplace after 27% commission, 0.85 in packaging, and a 15% promotional discount. Those
were exactly the two we were pushing with geotargeted spend. We reordered the digital menu by margin,
pulled both from promotion, and raised delivery-channel pricing by 12%: within fourteen weeks monthly
contribution margin moved from 41,200 to 53,900 USD on nearly identical revenue, with payroll dropping
from 36.1% to 34.4% of sales.”

— Operations director of a three-unit fast casual group, revenue band of 500 thousand to 1
million USD per venue per year

HOW TO APPLY IT IN YOUR RESTAURANT

90-day implementation: four phases, each with a measurable deliverable

@ Days 1 to 15 - Audit theoretical cost and clean the recipe cards
Rebuild the recipe card for the 20 dishes carrying 80% of sales, using weights measured in your
kitchen and the purchase price from the latest invoice, not the supplier catalogue. Record real
trim and cooking shrinkage by family, because supplier yield rarely matches what your line
actually delivers. Deliverable: a theoretical cost sheet per dish signed by the chef, with an
effective date. Get theoretical cost wrong and everything downstream is elegant arithmetic on a
false premise, and with sector net margin at 3% to 9% per Statista there is no room to start
crooked.

@ Days 16 to 40 - Build served cost by channel
Take each dish in the top 20 and deduct, one by one, marketplace commission, packaging,
disposable cutlery, bag, and whatever promotional discount is running. Use the commission rate
written in your contract, not the one you remember negotiating. What you get is contribution
margin in USD per dish and per channel, and in most operations that table reorders the menu
from top to bottom. Deliverable: a 20-dish by 4-channel matrix, contribution margin in USD in
every cell, flagged below 2.50 USD.

@ Days 41 to 65 - Install weekly food cost variance
The formula is direct: variance equals real cost minus theoretical cost, divided by period sales.
Close inventory on Mondays, calculate real consumption by family —protein, dairy, dry goods,
beverage, packaging— and compare it against theoretical consumption derived from point-of-
sale data. Alert threshold at 1.5 points, escalation to management at 3 points. Deliverable: a
one-page weekly report per family. Profitable operators hold payroll at 34.2% versus the 36.5%
average per the National Restaurant Association (2025, 2024 data), and weekly close discipline
is the mechanism producing that gap.
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@ Days 66 to 90 - Connect cost to the digital engine and to the board
Reorder the marketplace menu and the Google Business Profile listing by contribution margin,
aim geotargeted spend at the five highest-margin dishes, and pull anything below threshold out
of promotion. In parallel, build the four-KPI dashboard bridged to EBITDA for the board.
Deliverable: a reallocated media budget and a one-page scorecard. With sale multiples of 2.80x
to 3.65x EBITDA per Sofer Advisors, every recovered margin point capitalizes roughly three

times into enterprise value.
FAQ

Frequently asked questions about plate costing

What is the correct food cost for a dish in 20267

32% is the per-dish CEILING, not the goal. Above that level the cost structure stops holding once payroll passes
25% of expenses, as Toast and Restaurant Dive report (2024). Payroll, rent, and utilities are never charged to
the dish: they live in the break-even calculation of the business.

How do | calculate food cost variance for my restaurant?

Variance equals real cost minus theoretical cost, divided by period sales, expressed in percentage points. Real
cost comes from closed inventory; theoretical cost comes from multiplying point-of-sale units by the recipe card.
With sector net margin at 3% to 9% per Statista, two points of variance already compromise the year.

Should a delivery dish be costed differently?

Yes, and that is the single most profitable correction in this paper. Deduct marketplace commission, packaging,
cutlery, and promotional discount from the channel price before calling the dish profitable. A product at 28% food
cost in the dining room can land near zero contribution margin on an aggregator charging 27%.

How long before the EBITDA effect shows up?

Between 10 and 16 weeks in a single-unit operation, somewhat longer in three-to-ten-unit groups because
inventories must be synchronized. The effect also capitalizes into enterprise value: sale multiples run 2.80x to
3.65x EBITDA per Sofer Advisors, and 4x to 7x for fast-casual concepts.

DATA & SOURCES

Sector data 2026 (official sources)

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

Precio del huevo a nivel de granja en EE.
Uu.

indice de precios al productor de todos los
alimentos (EE. UU.)

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.

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

Benchmark 2026

+43,1% en 2024

35% por encima del nivel de feb 2020
(may 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

Source

USDA Economic Research
Service 2024

USDA ERS / BLS 2026

National Restaurant
Association 2024

National Restaurant
Association 2024

National Restaurant
Association 2024

U.S. Department of Labor
2025

masterestaurant.com
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