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QUICK VERDICT

Traditional plate costing is rarely miscalculated. It is misdated. With the U.S. producer
price index for all food running 35% above its February 2020 level (USDA ERS / BLS, 2026),
a recipe card refreshed once a quarter governs cash with prices that already died. The
Masterestaurant model turns plate costing from a document into a routine: continuous re-
costing triggered by input variance, contribution margin measured in dollars per dish
rather than percentage, and a floor team trained to sell the dishes that carry EBITDA.
Operators in the 500K to 1M USD annual band typically recover two to four food cost
points without raising a single menu price.
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An operator in the 500K to 1M USD annual band showed me a flawless spreadsheet in January: 62 dishes
costed to the cent. The file was dated September. Between September and January his main protein had
moved twice and cooking oil once, so the signature dish he believed sat at 29% food cost was actually running
at 38%, and it was the best seller in the house. He was not losing money through ignorance. He was losing it
through CALENDAR.

That is the whole tension of plate costing in 2026, and it deserves to be said plainly: arithmetic stopped being
the problem years ago, and latency between the input price move and the house decision became the problem
instead. With the food producer price index 35% above February 2020 per USDA ERS / BLS (2026), and menu
prices in Colombia up 9,8% since February 2025 per ACODRES (2025), a ninety-day-old number is not stale
data. It is a wrong decision signed in advance.

This brief compares two decision architectures — the quarterly recipe card against continuous re-costing with a
trained floor — in balance-sheet terms: per-dish unit economics, margin risk mitigation, multi-unit scalability and
what happens to EBITDA over 24 months. It is written for whoever signs the management P&L, not for whoever
fills in the template.

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON

Side-by-side comparison

Menu re-costing frequency

Unit of menu decision

Menu coverage

Role of the floor in margin
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TRADITIONAL RECIPE CARD
(QUARTERLY)

X Every 90 days, or whenever it
hurts: cards carry prices up to a
quarter old against a food PPl 35%
above Feb 2020 (USDA ERS / BLS,
2026)

X Food cost percentage per dish; the
operator defends 30% and never sees
how many dollars each dish leaves in
the till

X Every dish gets equal effort, so in
practice 60% of the card is copied from
last year with no yield or waste
verification

X Servers have no idea which dish
carries margin, recommendations
follow personal taste and sales scatter
across low-contribution items

MASTERESTAURANT METHOD
(CONTINUOUS RE-COSTING +
FLOOR)

v Variance-triggered: a dish is re-
costed the day its critical input moves
more than 5%, with a full review of the
top 10 volume dishes every 30 days

v Contribution margin in dollars per
dish crossed with turnover: menu
engineering decides on dollars x units
sold, never on percentage alone

v Verified 80/20 priority: the 20% of
dishes driving most revenue keeps a
live card with measured waste; the rest
runs on a quarterly cycle

v Automated preshift naming the
day's three highest-contribution dishes,
plus gamified recommendation
simulators: the floor sells toward margin
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Beverage and high-margin
categories

Service labor cost

Turnover and learning curve

Multi-unit scalability

TRADITIONAL RECIPE CARD
(QUARTERLY)

X Alcohol is costed separately and
rarely enters the menu conversation,
even though 46% of respondents
name it among the highest-margin
categories (Technomic / Nation's
Restaurant News, 2024)

X Payroll is viewed as a monthly
block and mentally loaded onto the
dish, distorting food cost and hiding
true prime cost

X Every departure forces menu
knowledge to be rebuilt from zero, at
replacement costs near 150% of salary
(StaffedUp, 2025)

X Each location keeps its own sheet
and its own prices; consolidating a
group's management P&L takes weeks
and nobody compares dish-level
margin

MASTERESTAURANT METHOD
(CONTINUOUS RE-COSTING +
FLOOR)

v Pairings costed inside the dish:
every menu item carries a beverage
suggestion with its own declared

contribution margin and a floor script

v Payroll out of the dish and into
break-even, with Al-assisted scheduling
cutting labor cost 8-12% at forecast
accuracy above 90% (TimeForge,
2025)

v Interactive Training Kit with
simulators: a new server masters cards
and pairings in week one and the
knowledge stays in the system, not the
person

v One master card with local costs
per site: the group compares the same
dish across locations and spots capital
leakage caused by yield gaps

1. Why does a flawless recipe cost sheet still lose money?

A recipe cost sheet loses money the moment its date is older than the last move in your inputs, and
those moves now run faster than any quarterly calendar.

The producer price index for all foods in the United States closed May 2026 some 35% above the February
2020 level, according to USDA ERS / BLS (2026), while in Colombia menu and product prices climbed 9,8%
since February 2025 according to ACODRES (2025). An operator in the 500 thousand to 1 million dollar band
showed me a spreadsheet in January with 62 dishes costed to the cent; the file dated from September, the main
protein had moved twice and cooking oil once, and the dish he believed sat at 29% food cost was running at
38%. He was not losing money from ignorance. He was losing it from the CALENDAR. Arguing about food cost
percentages without crossing them against table turns is the most expensive trap in this trade, and | recom-
mended the opposite for years before correcting it.

2. The decision unit is not the percentage: it is dollars per dish

A dish at 34% selling one hundred twenty units a week drops far more cash than one at 26% selling nine, and
the percentage alone cannot separate them. At Masterestaurant we cost in contribution margin dollars per dish
multiplied by units sold, then decide what gets defended and what gets pulled. The ceiling remains 32% food
cost per dish as a MAXIMUM, never as a target. Alcohol confirms this from another angle: 46% of respondents

www.masterestaurant.com - Executive Brief - Plate costing: knowing what the dish costs is worthless if you know it late Page 3 of 14



surveyed by Technomic / Nation's Restaurant News (2024) name it among the highest-margin menu categories,
and no serious operator judges that category on an isolated percentage. Below 500 thousand dollars in annual
revenue, the owner needs no continuous recosting software; discipline over four inputs will do. Pin down the four
that carry 60% or more of your purchasing spend — usually the main protein, oil, dairy and whatever commodity
is spiking — and check them every fifteen days against invoices, not memory.

3. Under 500 thousand a year: four inputs, reviewed every two weeks

With food producer prices 35% above February 2020 according to USDA ERS / BLS (2026), a fortnight captures
roughly 80% of the risk at zero technology cost. The action threshold stays simple: any input that moves 7% or
more triggers a same-day recost, and price, portion or removal gets decided before the next weekend. This
band does not drop out of the analysis, and whoever treats it as a minor case is usually the one who later buys it
cheap. Between 500 thousand and 1 million dollars a year sits the crossover where the quarterly sheet costs
more than the tool replacing it. At that volume, three points of stale food cost across one quarter equal some-
where between 3.750 and 7.500 dollars of margin that never comes back, and the January operator was running
roughly nine points of drift on his best seller. The threshold here is monthly with a variance trigger: a full recost
every thirty days, plus an immediate recost of any dish whose dominant input moves 5%.

4. 500 thousand to 1 million: quarterly latency starts eating EBITDA

Arabica coffee makes the warning concrete, having risen 70% during 2024 according to Bellwether Coffee, with
a combined 50% United States tariff on Brazilian coffee in 2025 from that same source: anyone who costed in
January and looked again in April sold every cup below replacement. Past 1 million dollars a year, costing stops
being an office matter and moves into the preshift, because margin gets defended in the server's mouth and not
on a spreadsheet. Your floor team should walk in each morning knowing which two dishes to push and which
one to leave alone, with the day's number already loaded. That training pays hard: every avoided departure
saves 150% of the salary in replacement costs according to StaffedUp (2025), and Al-assisted scheduling
cuts labor cost between 8% and 12% with forecast accuracy above 90% according to TimeForge (2025). Add
the delivery channel, where 37% of adults order at least once a week according to UpMenu (2024), carrying
commissions that sink the margin of any dish costed as though it were dine-in.

5. Above 5 million and the high-end case

Above 5 million dollars a year, the decision is no longer whether to recost: it is who governs the recosting, with a
named owner and a weekly board that reaches the committee. This range holds the large-format themed venue
and the restaurant signed by a media chef, where the menu sells on experience and input cost gets neglected
for exactly that reason, with real food cost drifting ten or twelve points off budget while nobody notices for half a
year. Diego F. Parra runs the Masterestaurant framework against the usual habit: contribution margin in dollars
per seat and hour first, menu second. The scale reference exists — Chipotle projected 315 to 345 openings for
2025, more than 80% with a drive-thru, according to Chain Store Age (2025) — and no chain grows that way on
ninety-day sheets. In groups and chains above 10 million dollars a year, continuous recosting stops being an op-
erational upgrade and becomes a valuation condition, since the multiple pays for margin predictability rather
than the annual average.
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6. Above 10 million: the group buys recosting, not dishes

My threshold there runs daily by exception: the system flags any SKU that moves 3% and corporate decides
within 48 hours across the whole network. Starbucks opened 589 net stores in 2024, reaching 16.935 units ac-
cording to QSR Magazine (2024); at that scale, one stale food cost point over a quarter is an eight-figure num-
ber. What happens if such a group keeps its quarterly sheet two more years? With food producer prices 35%
above February 2020 according to USDA ERS / BLS (2026), it stacks six cycles of dead pricing and arrives at
the negotiating table explaining why its EBITDA will not hold. Open your cost sheet today and look at the file
date before you look at any number, because that date tells you how much money you are deciding blind. If it is
older than thirty days, pull the five dishes that sell the most units, request the last three invoices for your domi-
nant input, and recost those five this week; the rest can wait.

7. This week's move

The trade's tension resolves this way and no other: precision and frequency appear to compete for the same
manager hours, yet a rough cost from yesterday governs better than an exact one from September. With food
producer prices 35% above February 2020 according to USDA ERS / BLS (2026) and 9,8% increases in
Colombia since February 2025 according to ACODRES (2025), the only variable you control is how often you
look. Look every thirty days. The first difference is FREQUENCY, and it moves the most money: the quarterly
card assumes price stability in a market where the food producer price index sits 35% above February 2020 per
USDA ERS / BLS (2026), while continuous re-costing fires on input variance rather than on a date. Second
comes the UNIT of measurement. Traditional costing argues about percentages; the Masterestaurant method
argues about dollars per dish crossed with table turnover, which is the only way to judge whether to defend a
34% food cost dish selling a hundred and twenty covers a week or protect a 26% dish selling nine.

8. Four differences a CEO should underline

Third, costing stops living in the office and moves onto the floor: automated preshift and the Interactive Training
Kit simulators turn the recipe card into a sales script, and the server shifts from taking orders to steering average
check mix toward high-contribution items. And fourth, the one that decides whether the group scales: a master
card with per-site local costs lets you compare the same dish across locations, expose capital leakage from
yield differences, and run operational due diligence before committing CapEx to the next unit.

POINT BY POINT
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Decision comparison table

COST INFORMATION LATENCY

A - TRADITIONAL RECIPE CARD B - MASTERESTAURANT Days, with an
(QUARTERLY)

automatic trigger whenever a critical input

Up to 90 days between the input price varies by more than 5%

move and the dish correction

Verdict: Continuous re-costing wins, and not for elegance: with the food PPl 35% above Feb
2020 (USDA ERS / BLS, 2026), latency IS the cost.

MENU DECISION QUALITY

A - TRADITIONAL RECIPE CARD B - MASTERESTAURANT Decided on
(QUARTERLY)

contribution margin in dollars crossed with

Decided on food cost percentage, which o
each item's actual turnover
treats a nine-cover dish and a hundred-

and-twenty-cover dish alike

Verdict: The Masterestaurant method wins: percentage organizes the kitchen, dollars organize
the business.

FLOOR PARTICIPATION IN MARGIN

A - TRADITIONAL RECIPE CARD B - MASTERESTAURANT Automated
(QUARTERLY)

preshift and Interactive Training Kit

None, or accidental; the server . .
simulators steer sales toward high

recommends on personal preference _—
contribution

Verdict: Clear advantage for the second model, since it shifts check mix without raising prices or
shrinking portions.
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IMPLEMENTATION COST AND CAPEX

A - TRADITIONAL RECIPE CARD B - MASTERESTAURANT Moderate OpEx
(QUARTERLY)

in tooling and training, with management

Near zero in cash, heavy in management hours falling after month one

hours repeated every quarter

Verdict: A technical tie in month one; from month three the quarterly card costs more in hours
than the system costs in licenses.

MULTI-UNIT SCALABILITY

A - TRADITIONAL RECIPE CARD B - MASTERESTAURANT Master card with
(QUARTERLY)

local costs; the same dish is compared

Every location on its own sheet; . .
o across sites and yield gaps surface
consolidation takes weeks and allows no

dish-level comparison

Verdict: Masterestaurant wins outright: above 5M USD a year, without a master card there is no
operational due diligence to speak of.

RISK MITIGATION AGAINST PRICE SHOCKS

A - TRADITIONAL RECIPE CARD B - MASTERESTAURANT Preventive: per-
(QUARTERLY)

input thresholds and pre-costed

Reactive: the damage surfaces at month substitutes ready before the shock

close and gets corrected next quarter
reaches the menu

Verdict: Coffee proved it in 2024: a 70% arabica surge and a combined 50% tariff on Brazilian

coffee in 2025 (Bellwether Coffee, 2025) wrecked anyone costing by calendar.

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON
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What the quarterly recipe card actually buys you

STATUS QUO

X Adocument that was accurate the day it was written and progressively false from the next morning on

X Menu decisions built on food cost percentages that no longer exist in the market

X Afloor team recommending by sympathy rather than contribution, because nobody told them which

dish pays the rent

X Manual multi-unit consolidation at every close, two or three weeks behind actual cash

What continuous Masterestaurant re-costing buys you

MASTERESTAURANT

v Contribution margin in dollars per dish, refreshed when the input moves rather than when the calendar

says so

v" A menu reordered by measured profitability instead of chef intuition or competitor mimicry

v" Servers trained on simulators who steer sales toward the dishes that carry EBITDA

v" Amanagement P&L delivered in days, not weeks, enabling operational due diligence before the next

site opens

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON

Side-by-side comparison

Menu re-costing frequency

Unit of menu decision
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TRADITIONAL RECIPE CARD
(QUARTERLY)

X Every 90 days, or whenever it
hurts: cards carry prices up to a
quarter old against a food PPI 35%
above Feb 2020 (USDA ERS / BLS,
2026)

X Food cost percentage per dish; the
operator defends 30% and never sees
how many dollars each dish leaves in
the till

MASTERESTAURANT METHOD
(CONTINUOUS RE-COSTING +
FLOOR)

v Variance-triggered: a dish is re-
costed the day its critical input moves
more than 5%, with a full review of the
top 10 volume dishes every 30 days

v Contribution margin in dollars per
dish crossed with turnover: menu
engineering decides on dollars x units

sold, never on percentage alone
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Menu coverage

Role of the floor in margin

Beverage and high-margin

categories

Service labor cost

Turnover and learning curve

Multi-unit scalability

THE NUMBERS THAT MATTER

TRADITIONAL RECIPE CARD
(QUARTERLY)

X Every dish gets equal effort, so in
practice 60% of the card is copied from
last year with no yield or waste

verification

X Servers have no idea which dish
carries margin, recommendations
follow personal taste and sales scatter
across low-contribution items

X Alcohol is costed separately and
rarely enters the menu conversation,
even though 46% of respondents
name it among the highest-margin
categories (Technomic / Nation's
Restaurant News, 2024)

X Payroll is viewed as a monthly
block and mentally loaded onto the
dish, distorting food cost and hiding
true prime cost

X Every departure forces menu
knowledge to be rebuilt from zero, at
replacement costs near 150% of salary
(StaffedUp, 2025)

X Each location keeps its own sheet
and its own prices; consolidating a
group's management P&L takes weeks
and nobody compares dish-level
margin

The numbers behind the thesis

35 %

MASTERESTAURANT METHOD
(CONTINUOUS RE-COSTING +
FLOOR)

v Verified 80/20 priority: the 20% of
dishes driving most revenue keeps a
live card with measured waste; the rest

runs on a quarterly cycle

v" Automated preshift naming the
day's three highest-contribution dishes,
plus gamified recommendation
simulators: the floor sells toward margin

v Pairings costed inside the dish:
every menu item carries a beverage
suggestion with its own declared
contribution margin and a floor script

v Payroll out of the dish and into
break-even, with Al-assisted scheduling
cutting labor cost 8-12% at forecast
accuracy above 90% (TimeForge,
2025)

v Interactive Training Kit with
simulators: a new server masters cards
and pairings in week one and the
knowledge stays in the system, not the
person

v" One master card with local costs
per site: the group compares the same
dish across locations and spots capital
leakage caused by yield gaps

above February 2020 levels: U.S. producer
price index for all food (May 2026)
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9.8 %

menu and product price increase in Colombian
restaurants since Feb 2025, sustaining 98,000 jobs

AG %

of respondents name alcohol among the
highest-margin menu categories in the U.S.

12 %

labor cost reduction with Al-driven
scheduling, at forecast accuracy above 90%

150 %

of salary is the replacement cost of each
departure; every retained hire saves that amount

70 %

arabica coffee price surge during 2024, with a
combined 50% U.S. tariff on Brazilian coffee in 2025

VISUALIZATION

The numbers, visualized
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above February 2020 levels: U.S. producer price index for all food (May 2026)

menu and product price increase in Colombian restaurants since Feb 2025, sustaining 98,000 jobs

of respondents name alcohol among the highest-margin menu categories in the U.S.

labor cost reduction with Al-driven scheduling, at forecast accuracy above 90%

of salary is the replacement cost of each departure; every retained hire saves that amount

arabica coffee price surge during 2024, with a combined 50% U.S. tariff on Brazilian coffee in 2025

Sources: USDA ERS / BLS 2026 - ACODRES 2025 - Technomic / Nation's Restaurant News 2024 - TimeForge 2025
- StaffedUp 2025

Chart by masterestaurant.com

REAL CASE

“We kept the menu costed in a file we refreshed every quarter and called that control. Once we switched to
variance-triggered re-costing and put the three highest-contribution dishes into preshift, group food cost fell
from 34,6% to 30,1% in fourteen weeks and average check rose 8,3%, without touching a single menu
price. What stung most was realizing each new server cost us around 150% of their salary in replacement,
and that knowledge walked out with them because it lived in their head instead of the system.”

— Operations director, three-unit chef-driven group, 500K to 1M USD annual band per site,
Bogota

HOW TO APPLY IT IN YOUR RESTAURANT
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Roadmap: 90 days, three phases, one metric each

@ Phase 1 - Days 1-30 — Baseline and live cards for the 20% that rules
Deliverable: verified recipe cards with real yield and measured waste for the dishes
concentrating most revenue, plus a critical input map with a 5% variance trigger. You do not cost
the whole menu here; you cost what moves cash. Success metric: 100% of top-quintile dishes
carrying contribution margin in dollars and a last-verified date under 15 days, with weighted food
cost documented to two decimals as an auditable baseline. Avoid the classic error of loading
payroll and rent onto the dish: that distorts food cost and hides true prime cost. Payroll belongs

in break-even, never in plate cost.

@ Phase 2 - Days 31-60 — Menu engineering and a trained floor
Deliverable: a menu engineering matrix with all four quadrants resolved — promote,
reformulate, re-price, retire — plus daypart recommendation scripts and an automated preshift
naming the day's three highest-contribution dishes. The floor comes in through Interactive
Training Kit simulators and team gamification, because a server who does not know which dish
pays the rent sells against margin without realizing it. Success metric: 2 points of sales-mix
improvement toward high-contribution dishes and 90% of the floor team passing the menu
simulator, measured in the console.

@ Phase 3 - Days 61-90 — Margin governance and scalability
Deliverable: a monthly re-costing routine with a named owner, a margin dashboard by dish and
by site, and a management P&L rebuilt around updated food cost, prime cost and break-even.
Multi-unit groups activate same-dish comparison across sites, which is exactly where invisible
capital leakage surfaces: two kitchens buying identically and yielding differently. Success metric:
3 to 4 food cost points recovered against the Phase 1 baseline, management close available
before day 5 of the following month, and one documented menu decision per quarter with its
estimated EBITDA impact.

@ Phase 0 - The week before — Decide who signs
Before Phase 1 there is a governance decision almost nobody makes explicitly: who OWNS the
margin. Below 500K USD a year that is usually the owner, and blocking two fixed hours every
Monday is enough; between 1M and 5M the role belongs to the operations manager; above 5M
— a media-chef restaurant with 180 seats, or a large-format themed venue carrying image
royalties, set maintenance and performance staff in its cost structure — it demands a dedicated
controller. Success metric: a first and last name assigned to margin, with a signed review
calendar, before day one.

FAQ
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Questions the person signing the check asks

How often should | re-cost my restaurant's dishes?

Re-cost on input variance, not on the calendar: when a critical input moves more than 5%, that dish enters
review the same day. The ten highest-volume dishes get verified every 30 days and the full menu quarterly. With
the food producer price index 35% above February 2020 per USDA ERS / BLS (2026), a purely quarterly cycle
always arrives late.

What is the target food cost per dish in 20267

32% per dish is the MAXIMUM tolerable, not the goal: above that figure the dish is eating into the house break-
even. Aim for 28-30% on high-volume items and always measure contribution margin in dollars, because a 33%
dish selling a hundred covers weekly can leave more cash than a 24% dish selling eight.

Should payroll be loaded onto plate cost?

No. Payroll, rent and utilities do NOT belong in plate cost: they belong in the operation's break-even. Loading
them into unit cost artificially inflates food cost and hides real prime cost, which is food cost plus labor cost.
Separate them and the management P&L starts telling the truth about where capital leakage lives.

What does twelve months of inaction cost?

Two to four food cost points on annual revenue, plus the hidden cost of turnover: each departure runs near
150% of salary in replacement per StaffedUp (2025). In an 800K USD operation, three food cost points are 24K
USD that never reach EBITDA, before counting the revenue your floor steered toward low-contribution dishes.

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

indice de precios al productor (demanda final) en +3.0% (tras +3.5% en U.S. BLS — Producer Price

EE. UU. (2025) 2024) Index 2025 M12

indice de precios al productor de servicios en EE. . U.S. BLS — Producer Price
+3.2% (bienes +2.5%)

UU. (2025) Index 2025 M12

Precio minorista de carne molida de res (80-90%) en = $5.63 por libra (vs. $4.56 = USDA — Datos de precios de
EE. UU. (mediados de 2026) en 2025) carne 2026

USDA ERS — Cattle & Beef

Tamarnio del hato ganadero de EE. UU. El mas bajo en 75 afos
Market Outlook 2026
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https://www.bls.gov/news.release/archives/ppi_01302026.htm
https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/food-price-outlook/summary-findings
https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/food-price-outlook/summary-findings
https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/animal-products/cattle-beef/market-outlook
https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/animal-products/cattle-beef/market-outlook

Metric Benchmark 2026 Source

Aumento proyectado del precio del novillo cebado +5Y% USDA ERS — Cattle & Beef
en EE. UU. (2025-2026) ° Market Outlook 2026

L e $4.41 por libra (maximo Bellwether Coffee — Coffee
Precio récord del café arabica (febrero 2025) L. .
histérico) Price Surge

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