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MASTERESTAURANT® Executive Brief

Cémo diseiar un menu que aumente
las ganancias: método tradicional vs

método Masterestaurant

Método probado en +8.400 restaurantes - 43 paises restaurantecercademi.co

QUICK VERDICT

A menu that increases profit is not designed with taste or graphics: it is designed with
contribution margin per dish and with the sales mix your local digital engine is already
producing. The traditional method multiplies plate cost by three and trusts that a pretty
card will do the rest; the Masterestaurant method ranks the card by marginal profitability
per dish, syncs it with what Google Maps and the delivery algorithms surface first, and
measures the outcome in absolute contribution margin rather than food cost percentage.

Median full-service food cost closed 2024 at 32.0% of sales according to the National
Restaurant Association (Restaurant Operations Report 2025), with limited service at 32.4%.
That number says nothing about your profit: a dish running 22% that nobody orders
destroys more EBITDA than one at 31% turning eight times a night. The right call is to
rebuild the card around the six to nine dishes carrying your break-even, keep the
PHYSICAL menu as your control over the guest experience, and run the QR menu as a
complement for delivery, live pricing and analytics.
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INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY OF MASTERESTAURANT® — EXCLUSIVE FOR SECTOR LEADERS

A full-service operation billing between 500 thousand and 1 million dollars a year typically carries 48 to 70 items,
with 70% of its margin concentrated in fewer than twelve. The rest is not variety. It is operational variability

dressed up as choice, with dead inventory, waste and kitchen times that blow up during the rush.

The 2026 context squeezes from both sides at once. Full-service menu price inflation closed at +3.6% through
December 2024 according to the National Restaurant Association (Menu Prices indicator, BLS data), while

consumer spending at restaurants rose only +2% in 2024 with flat traffic, per Circana. Raising prices evenly no

longer pays; you raise them where demand elasticity allows it and hold them where they buy attention.

And there is a layer the traditional method ignores completely: the menu is no longer read at the table first. It is

read on Google Business Profile, on the Maps listing, in the photo carousel on Rappi or Uber Eats. Whatever

the delivery algorithm puts on top defines your real sales mix, and that order is decided by photo conversion, not

by your judgment as a chef.

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON

Side-by-side comparison

Median food cost, full service

Food cost in operations of 2
million dollars or more

Median food cost, limited

service

Menu price inflation, full
service

Consumer spending at
restaurants
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INDUSTRY BASELINE
(TRADITIONAL METHOD)

X 32.0% of sales in 2024
(National Restaurant Association,
Restaurant Operations Report
2025)

X 31.0% of sales in 2024
(National Restaurant Association,
Restaurant Operations Report
2025)

X  32.4% of sales in 2024
(National Restaurant Association,
Operations Data Abstract 2025)

X  +3.6% year over year through
December 2024 (National
Restaurant Association / BLS,
Menu Prices indicator)

X +2% in 2024 with flat traffic
(Circana, 2024)

EXPECTED RESULT WITH THE
MASTERESTAURANT METHOD

v Operating ceiling at 30% once the card
is re-ranked by contribution margin, with no
downgrade to the anchor dish

v' That volume efficiency replicated in the
500 thousand to 1 million band through
standard recipes and portion costing, not
purchasing

v 29% to 31% with a short card of 18 to
24 items and a mix steered from the delivery
listing

v Asymmetric adjustment: +6% to +9% on
the two low-elasticity dishes, 0% on the
three traffic drivers

v Average check growth driven by mix

rather than an across-the-board price move
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How the price is presented

Digital ordering channel

Accepted food cost range by
concept

INDUSTRY BASELINE
(TRADITIONAL METHOD)

X Dollar sign shown, prices
aligned in a column, inherited from
traditional graphic design

X Ascanned PDF card, with no
mix analytics and no photo
conversion data

X QSR 25-30%, casual 30—
34%, fine dining 34—40% (National
Restaurant Association)

EXPECTED RESULT WITH THE
MASTERESTAURANT METHOD

v +8.15% spend per person when the
currency sign is removed (Cornell
University, School of Hotel Administration,
2009)

v 20% higher spend on the digital system
versus the human cashier (Taco Bell / Yum!
Brands, 2024)

v Hard ceiling of 32% per dish on the
card, with a measured exception only when
absolute margin and turns justify it

1. The 3-minute decision: what moves margin and what doesn't

Change the unit of measure before you touch a single price: a menu is redesigned around CONTRIBUTION
MARGIN per occupied kitchen hour, not around a food cost percentage. A dish running 34% that leaves 11 dol-
lars and plates in four minutes beats one at 24% that leaves 5 dollars and ties up the flat top for twelve minutes
during the eight o'clock push. The sector benchmark comes from the National Restaurant Association in its
Restaurant Operations Report 2025: median food cost in full service closed 2024 at 32.0% of sales, while hous-
es billing 2 million dollars or more held it at 31.0%, a full point of difference that comes out of purchasing and
recipes rather than price hikes. The ceiling we recommend per dish is still 32% as a MAXIMUM, never as a
target, and the healthy 28% to 35% band the same association publishes reads very differently depending on
the concept.

2. Why flat pricing stopped working in 2026

Raising the whole menu by the same percentage burns traffic without recovering margin, and the 2024 numbers
settle the argument. Full-service menu price inflation closed at +3.6% through December 2024 according to the
National Restaurant Association's Menu Prices indicator, built on BLS data; limited service came in at +3.7%.
Against that, Circana measured United States consumer spending in restaurants at barely +2% during 2024 with
traffic flat, and by the first half of 2025 food and beverage spending moved +3%. Translated into cash: the guest
absorbed the increase by cutting visits. The way out is surgical, not flat, loaded where elasticity allows it —
shareable starters, beverages, desserts— and held back on the two or three anchor dishes your customer uses
to decide whether you have become expensive. Those anchors get their price protected while you work the cost
from the inside.

3. Under 500 thousand a year: prune down to twelve winners

The small band doesn't get eliminated, it gets concentrated: below 500 thousand dollars in annual revenue, the
decision is cutting the menu to a maximum of 18 references and holding average food cost at 30%, two points
under the 32.0% median the National Restaurant Association reported for full service in 2024. Without volume
there is no purchasing power, so margin has to show up elsewhere: one protein family, mise en place shared
across dishes, and zero references that exist only for a single weekly order. The cutoff rule is blunt: any dish un-
der 25 sales a month or leaving less than 6 dollars of contribution margin either leaves the menu or gets a new
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costing sheet. At this size the cost of complexity always outruns incremental revenue, and the waste generated
by a 60-item inventory eats the margin point you thought variety was defending. Between 500 thousand and 1
million dollars, the decision is sorting the menu with the last 90 days of sales mix and acting on four quadrants
instead of hunches.

4. From 500 thousand to 1 million: menu engineering on the real mix

An operation this size usually carries between 48 and 70 references with 70% of its margin concentrated in few-
er than twelve; the rest is operational variability dressed up as choice. The working threshold: high-popularity,
high-margin dishes get protected and placed upper right, while high-popularity, low-margin dishes get rescued
by pulling two or three cost points out of the garnish before anyone touches the price. One design detail with evi-
dence behind it: removing the dollar sign from the menu lifted spend per person 8.15% in the Cornell University
School of Hotel Administration experiment (2009). On 700 thousand dollars of sales, that formatting choice is
worth close to 57 thousand dollars a year and costs one reprint. Past 1 million dollars the decision stops being
which dishes to list and becomes who controls portion weight, which is why the Masterestaurant method that
Diego F. Parra applies always starts at the standard recipe rather than the price.

5. Above 1 million: standard recipes, or your cost is an opinion

Without a costing sheet carrying fixed weight, declared waste and yield per cut, a dish cost is an opinion that
shifts with the shift and with whoever is on the line. The operating target in this band is food cost between 29%
and 31%, lined up with the 31.0% the National Restaurant Association measured in 2024 for houses at 2 million
dollars or more, held together by weekly inventory and any food cost variance above 1.5 points escalated to
management that same Monday. Real external pressure sits on protein too: the USDA put the United States cat-
tle herd near 86 million head in 2025, the lowest since the 1950s. Anyone without a standard recipe for their
beef dish will meet that number on the income statement. Your actual sales mix is no longer decided by the
printed menu, and in this band that gap costs hundreds of thousands of dollars.

6. Above 5 million: the menu gets read on a phone first

The guest sees the menu on Google Business Profile, on the Maps listing, in the Rappi or Uber Eats carousel,
where order is set by photo conversion rate rather than by the chef's judgment. The decision here is treating
every channel as its own menu, with its own prices absorbing commission and the three highest-margin dishes
occupying the first three cards. Digital channel evidence is blunt: Yum! Brands reported that at Taco Bell the digi-
tal drive-thru ticket runs 20% above the human cashier, because the system suggests without rushing and with-
out a line breathing behind you. In a large-format themed operator or a celebrity-chef house, where average tick-
et doubles the casual benchmark, that 20% over half the digital volume separates an 11% EBITDA from a 14%
one. In a group above 10 million dollars, the structural decision is a master menu holding 75% fixed references
and 25% variable by location, governed by a quarterly menu committee with financial veto power.

7. Group or chain above 10 million: a master menu with local variants

Total uniformity saves on purchasing but gives away ticket in strong markets; total freedom destroys negotiating
leverage with suppliers. That 25% is the bridge, and it is where the trends that actually move cash belong:
Datassential measured hot honey on roughly 11% of United States menus with 197% growth over four years,
and put 71% as the share of Generation Z preferring cold or iced beverages, a lane where Technomic recorded
a 22.9% one-year rise for iced lattes carrying a plant-based claim. Governance rule: no reference enters the
master menu without 90 days of testing in three locations and a proven contribution margin above its category
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average. Assume you leave the menu alone for another twelve months. Input costs climb with inflation, you
answer with the usual flat increase, the guest drops one visit a month and traffic falls; to compensate you add
another point, traffic gives way again, and the spiral ends with more nominal sales and less absolute margin.

8. What happens if you touch nothing this quarter

That is exactly what the +3.6% menu inflation from the National Restaurant Association and the +2% spending
figure Circana measured in 2024 describe together. There is a counterweight almost nobody uses: the Food
Allergy and Foodservice study published in PMC found that 36% of diners with food allergies always return to
the same place, against 17% of those without them. Declaring allergens dish by dish is not paperwork, it is loyal-
ty bought cheap. This week pull the 90-day sales mix, calculate contribution margin per dish and cut the bottom
quartile. That's it. The unit of measure. The traditional method chases a food cost percentage and celebrates
moving from 32% down to 29%; our method chases absolute contribution margin per occupied kitchen hour. A
dish at 34% food cost leaving 11 dollars of margin and plating in four minutes beats one at 24% leaving 5 dollars
while it holds the flat top for twelve minutes at peak.

9. What actually separates the two methods?

Where you start. Traditional starts at price; we start at the standard recipe and portion costing, because
without a fixed gram weight your plate cost is an opinion.

The National Restaurant Association places optimal food cost between 28% and 35%, and the ceiling we en-
force per dish is 32% as a MAXIMUM, never as a target. How the digital channel is treated. The traditional
method files Rappi, Uber Eats and DiDi as one more price list; we treat them as a storefront with its own algo-
rithm, where photo, title and position decide what sells. Taco Bell reported 20% higher spend on the digital sys-
tem versus the human cashier (Yum! Brands, 2024). The channel is not neutral, it pushes. The physical card.
Traditional killed it to save money and the Masterestaurant method keeps it for control. Print governs service
pace, menu narrative and the server's suggestive sell; the QR adds what paper cannot: same-day price up-
dates, accessibility, delivery and scroll analytics.

10. What actually separates the two methods — in practice

BOTH, each in its lane. The decision horizon. A traditional card is rebuilt every two or three years; a data-gov-
erned card is audited quarterly against the real mix, with operational due diligence on the three dishes that fell
hardest and the three that climbed.

POINT BY POINT
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Decision comparison table

HOW PRICE IS SET

A - INDUSTRY BASELINE (TRADITIONAL B - MASTERESTAURANT Price by
METHOD)

measured elasticity and by the dish's
A fixed multiplier on cost, identical across " . .
position on the margin and turns matrix.
the whole card.

Verdict: Masterestaurant wins. With consumer spending up barely 2% in 2024 per Circana, an
even increase destroys traffic exactly where you can least afford it.

COSTING BASIS

A - INDUSTRY BASELINE (TRADITIONAL B - MASTERESTAURANT Portion costing
METHOD)

against a standard recipe, dish by dish,

Global monthly food cost, calculated off .
before any adjustment.

purchases and inventory.

Verdict: Masterestaurant wins. Without fixed gram weights there is no measurable food cost

variance, and the 32.0% industry median (National Restaurant Association, 2024) gives you
nothing to compare against.

CARD SIZE

A - INDUSTRY BASELINE (TRADITIONAL B - MASTERESTAURANT A short card
METHOD)

audited quarterly against the real sales

It expands on one-off guest requests; mix
removing a dish feels like a loss.

Verdict: Masterestaurant wins, with one concession: in large-format themed venues above 5
million USD, the long card is part of the show and holds up on separate production lines.
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PRICE PRESENTATION

A - INDUSTRY BASELINE (TRADITIONAL B - MASTERESTAURANT No currency sign,
METHOD)

price folded into the end of the description,

Visible currency sign and prices aligned in high anchor in first position.

a column.

Verdict: Masterestaurant wins on academic evidence: +8.15% spend per person when the dollar
sign is removed, per Cornell University, School of Hotel Administration (2009).

ROLE OF THE LOCAL DIGITAL CHANNEL

A - INDUSTRY BASELINE (TRADITIONAL B - MASTERESTAURANT Google Business
METHOD)

Profile and the platforms are built as an

Delivery and the Maps listing act as a algorithmic storefront, with photo and order

' i f the printed card. i
passive mirror of the printed car steered toward margin.

Verdict: Masterestaurant wins. Taco Bell measured 20% higher spend on the digital system
versus the human cashier (Yum! Brands, 2024): the channel lifts check when it is designed.

PHYSICAL CARD VERSUS QR MENU

A - INDUSTRY BASELINE (TRADITIONAL B - MASTERESTAURANT Both are kept:
METHOD)

the printed card governs the experience,

Paper is eliminated to save printing and the QR supplies delivery, live pricing and

only the QR remains. .
analytics.

Verdict: Masterestaurant wins with no caveat. The printing saving is marginal next to the

suggestive sell you lose when the server no longer holds a card.

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON
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Traditional method: the card as a graphic piece WHAT MOST OPERATORS STILL DO

X Price equals plate cost times three, applied evenly across the card with no read on turns or absolute
margin.

X The card gets redesigned when it looks dated, not when the sales mix shifts.

X Food cost is measured globally, at month end, off inventory, never per portion against a standard
recipe.

X Dishes get added so one guest who asked once is not lost, and nothing ever comes off.

X Google Business Profile and delivery photos are uploaded by whoever has a free afternoon, with no
mix criterion.

X The QR replaces the physical card to save on printing, and with it goes control of service pace.

Masterestaurant method: the card as decision architecture MASTERESTAURANT

v" Every dish enters the matrix on two axes: contribution margin in absolute dollars and units sold per
period.

v" The long tail is cut: a dish that neither carries break-even nor justifies its inventory leaves the card.

v/ Standard recipe and portion costing come before a single price is touched; without that, any
adjustment is a bet.

v" Pricing psychology applied only where it is measured: no currency sign, no aligned price column, high
anchor on top.

v" The order of the printed card and the order of the delivery listing are designed together, because the
algorithm sets the real mix.

v" Physical card AND QR menu, each with its job: the printed one governs the experience, the QR
delivers live pricing and analytics.

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

Median food cost, full service

Food cost in operations of 2
million dollars or more

Median food cost, limited
service

Menu price inflation, full

service

Consumer spending at
restaurants

How the price is presented

Digital ordering channel

Accepted food cost range by
concept

THE NUMBERS THAT MATTER

INDUSTRY BASELINE
(TRADITIONAL METHOD)

X 32.0% of sales in 2024
(National Restaurant Association,
Restaurant Operations Report
2025)

X 31.0% of sales in 2024
(National Restaurant Association,
Restaurant Operations Report
2025)

X  32.4% of sales in 2024
(National Restaurant Association,
Operations Data Abstract 2025)

X +3.6% year over year through
December 2024 (National
Restaurant Association / BLS,
Menu Prices indicator)

X +2% in 2024 with flat traffic
(Circana, 2024)

X Dollar sign shown, prices
aligned in a column, inherited from

traditional graphic design

X Ascanned PDF card, with no
mix analytics and no photo

conversion data

X QSR 25-30%, casual 30—
34%, fine dining 34—40% (National
Restaurant Association)

The 2026 menu scorecard

32.0

median food cost in full-service restaurants

(2024), the ceiling your card must not cross
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EXPECTED RESULT WITH THE
MASTERESTAURANT METHOD

v Operating ceiling at 30% once the card
is re-ranked by contribution margin, with no
downgrade to the anchor dish

v' That volume efficiency replicated in the
500 thousand to 1 million band through
standard recipes and portion costing, not
purchasing

v 29% to 31% with a short card of 18 to
24 items and a mix steered from the delivery
listing

v Asymmetric adjustment: +6% to +9% on
the two low-elasticity dishes, 0% on the
three traffic drivers

v Average check growth driven by mix

rather than an across-the-board price move

v +8.15% spend per person when the
currency sign is removed (Cornell
University, School of Hotel Administration,
2009)

v 20% higher spend on the digital system
versus the human cashier (Taco Bell / Yum!
Brands, 2024)

v Hard ceiling of 32% per dish on the
card, with a measured exception only when
absolute margin and turns justify it
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31.0%

food cost in full-service operations with
sales of 2 million USD or more (2024)

815 %

higher spend per person when the
currency sign is removed from the card

20 %

higher spend on the digital ordering
system versus the human cashier

36 %

full-service menu price inflation through
December 2024, against flat traffic

2 %

growth in consumer restaurant

spending during 2024, with traffic flat

VISUALIZATION

The numbers, visualized
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median food cost in full-service restaurants (2024), the ceiling your card must not cross

food cost in full-service operations with sales of 2 million USD or more (2024)

higher spend per person when the currency sign is removed from the card

higher spend on the digital ordering system versus the human cashier

full-service menu price inflation through December 2024, against flat traffic

growth in consumer restaurant spending during 2024, with traffic flat

Sources: National Restaurant Association — Restaurant Operations Report 2025 - Cornell University, School of Hotel
Administration (2009) - Taco Bell / Yum! Brands (2024) - National Restaurant Association (Menu Prices indicator) /
BLS - Circana (2024)

Chart by masterestaurant.com

REAL CASE

“We walked in with 61 items on the card and a global food cost of 34.2%, above the 32.0% the National
Restaurant Association reports as the 2024 full-service median. We cut to 27 items, costed every portion
against a standard recipe, and rebuilt the Google listing and the Rappi listing so the four highest
contribution margin dishes appeared first in the photo. Six months later food cost closed at 30.1%, average
check rose 11.4% without touching the price of the three traffic dishes, and monthly contribution margin
grew by 18,400 dollars. The printed card stayed, because the server's suggestive sell was still worth more
than any banner inside the QR.”

— Operations director, chef-driven restaurant, 120 seats, revenue band of 500 thousand to 1
million USD per year

HOW TO APPLY IT IN YOUR RESTAURANT
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Strategic roadmap in three phases

@ Phase 1 - Unit economics diagnosis (weeks 1 to 3)
Deliverable: a menu engineering matrix on the two axes that matter, absolute contribution
margin per dish and units sold over the last 90 days, cross-checked against the standard recipe
and portion cost of every item. This is where the dishes that hurt profitability surface: the ones
nobody orders while eating inventory, and the ones that sell well but return less than their flat-
top time costs. Success metric: 100% of the card costed per portion and no dish above 32%
food cost without a written justification on absolute margin and turns. Field note: the biggest find

usually hides in the sides, which almost nobody costs and which quietly bleed prime cost.

@ Phase 2 - Redesign and channel sync (weeks 4 to 8)
Deliverable: a new printed card plus Google Business Profile, Rappi, Uber Eats and DiDi listings
rebuilt on the same commercial priority order. The long tail comes off, pricing psychology goes
in where evidence supports it (no currency sign, no aligned column, high anchor in first
position), and the six highest-margin dishes get reshot, because on delivery the photo is the
price. Success metric: 30% to 45% fewer items, average check up 6% within 60 days, and the
four top contribution margin dishes holding the first visible slots on all three platforms.

@ Phase 3 - Mix governance and quarterly audit (month 3 onward)
Deliverable: a quarterly sales mix dashboard with deviation alerts, demand elasticity measured
dish by dish after every price move, and an operational due diligence protocol covering the
three items that dropped most and the three that climbed most. This is where the menu stops
being a document and becomes decision architecture. Success metric: food cost stabilized
below 31%, monthly food cost variance under 1.5 points, and no new item entering the card
without a standard recipe, a delivery photo and a break-even calculation done before launch.

@ Phase 4 - Scalability and territory risk mitigation (month 6 to month 12)
Deliverable: the card turned into a template replicable by revenue band and by zone, with target
contribution margin set per location and adjusted for territory risk, meaning basket cost and the
competition visible within a three-kilometer Maps radius. For a group above 5 million USD a
year that means a common core covering 70% of the card and 30% local. Success metric: food
cost dispersion across locations under 2.5 points, and EBITDA per location deviating less than
15% from the network's best performer.

FAQ

www.masterestaurant.com - Executive Brief - How to design a menu that increases profit: traditional method vs the Masterestaurant method Page 12 of 14


https://www.masterestaurant.com/matriz-de-optimizacion-de-menu-restaurantes.html
https://www.masterestaurant.com/Herramienta-Calculo-Margen-Contribucion-Unitario-Restaurantes-Masterestaurant.html
https://www.masterestaurant.com/recetas-estandar/

Questions an owner asks before signing the redesign

What does it cost NOT to redesign the menu this year?

It costs the gap between your food cost and the 32.0% the National Restaurant Association reports as the 2024
full-service median, applied across twelve months of sales. In an 800 thousand dollar operation, every food cost
point is 8,000 dollars of EBITDA. Three points above the median equal 24,000 dollars a year that already
walked out the kitchen door without anyone booking it as a loss.

Which dishes hurt profitability, and how do I find them without expensive software?

You find them by crossing two POS columns in a spreadsheet: units sold over 90 days and contribution margin
in dollars, not in percentage. Anything sitting low on both columns leaves the card, no debate. High-margin, low-
turn items get moved and reshot. That resolves 80% of the problem before you buy any tool at all.

Should I drop the physical card and run QR only?

No. The Masterestaurant recommendation is to keep BOTH, each with a defined role. The printed card controls
service pace, menu narrative and the server's suggestive sell, which remains the cheapest average check lever
in the building. The QR is the complement: delivery, accessibility, same-day price updates and analytics on what
guests actually look at. Killing paper to save on printing usually costs more in lost check than it saves.

How much can | raise prices without losing traffic?

It depends on demand elasticity dish by dish, which is exactly why the adjustment must never be uniform. Full-
service menu price inflation ran +3.6% through December 2024 per the National Restaurant Association using

BLS data, while consumer spending grew only +2% in 2024 per Circana. The read is plain: lift the low-elasticity
dishes 6% to 9%, leave the three traffic drivers alone, and measure the mix four weeks later.

DATA & SOURCES

Sector data 2026 (official sources)

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

Metric Benchmark 2026 Source
Aumento de rentabilidad por ~10% de aumento promedio en Cornell University (estudio de menu
ingenieria de menu disciplinada rentabilidad engineering)
Gasto por persona al quitar el signo Cornell University, School of Hotel
i . +8,15% de gasto por persona L )
de dolar del menu Administration (2009)
Ventas de platos con descripciones +27% de ventas vs platos sin Cornell University Food and Brand
descriptivas descripcion Lab (Wansink)
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Metric

Aumento de ventas de un plato con

foto en el menu

Inflacion de precios de menu en
servicio completo

Inflacién de precios de menu en

servicio limitado

Benchmark 2026

Hasta 30% mas (y ~6,5% por plato
con foto profesional)

+3,6% a diciembre de 2024

+3,7% en 2024

Source

Cornell University (investigacion de

disefio de menu)

National Restaurant Association
(Menu Prices indicator) / BLS

National Restaurant Association
(Menu Prices indicator) / BLS

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

Author: Diego F. Parra - Publisher: MASTERESTAURANT®

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