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

OpEx leverage in a restaurant does not live in food cost — it lives in labor cost. In 2026,
staff turnover, not ingredient prices, is the biggest silent EBITDA destroyer in the food-
service SME: replacing a floor employee costs 3,500 to 5,800 USD across recruiting,
onboarding and the productivity ramp, and an operation running 80% annual turnover
burns that cost two or three times per role. The traditional answer — cut hours and
squeeze payroll — raises service variance and sinks the check. Proper reengineering flips
the order: it stabilizes Prime Cost by professionalizing middle management with micro-
credentials, and treats training as retention CapEx, not expense. That is the verdict I
defend before any board.
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INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY OF MASTERESTAURANT® — EXCLUSIVE FOR SECTOR LEADERS

This document is written for the CFO, the expansion director and the CHRO of a restaurant group that can no
longer grow by adding locations on top of a broken cost structure. It is not a tips article: it is an OpEx
reengineering framework that separates what is costed to the plate from what is costed to the operation, and
that puts human capital at the center of EBITDA. The thesis runs across six chapters: where leverage lives, how
to quantify turnover, how to measure variance, how to treat training, how to split the two cost ledgers, and how
to govern Prime Cost as a single dashboard.

The thesis is uncomfortable but measurable: in the 2026 food-service SME, the structural vulnerability of the
margin is not in food cost — which rarely drops below 28% without hurting the product — but in labor cost and
the turnover that inflates it. Each mismanaged Prime Cost point translates into tens of thousands of dollars a
year per unit, and multiplies as you scale. At Masterestaurant we have seen it across more than 8,400
restaurants in 43 countries: the arithmetic does not change with the language or the currency, it changes with
the owner's discipline to measure what used to hide under 'personnel expenses'.

Methodological caveat: the ranges you will read (turnover 75-130%, replacement 3,500-5,800 USD, variance 4-
9 pt, training ROI 4-6x) are benchmark bands, not promises. They depend on format, country and each
operation's starting point. The limitations-and-assumptions chapter states what we assume and when these
numbers do NOT apply. An honest white paper declares its boundaries; a filler one sells certainties the cash
register never backs.

S I D E - B Y- S I D E  C O M PA R I S O N
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Side-by-side comparison

TRADITIONAL OPEX

MANAGEMENT

MR OPEX REENGINEERING

Prioritized margin lever ✕ Food cost (portion/supplier cuts) ✓ Integral Prime Cost, labor-cost
focused

Typical annual floor turnover ✕ 70-85% ✓ 28-40%

Replacement cost per role ✕ 3,500-5,800 USD (recurring) ✓ Amortized via retention

Management training ✕ Ad hoc, <8 h/year ✓ Micro-credentials, 40-60 h/year

Theoretical vs actual cost
variance

✕ 4-9% of sales (unmeasured) ✓ <2% (weekly measured)

Prime Cost on sales ✕ 68-74% (uncontrolled) ✓ 60-65% (governed)

12-month EBITDA impact ✕ 3-6 pt erosion ✓ 4-7 pt recovery

Chapter 1 — Where does OpEx leverage actually live?

OpEx leverage does not live in food cost, it lives in labor cost. Food cost rarely drops below 28% with‐
out hurting the product, so cutting it leaves barely 2-3 points of headroom before quality suffers.

Labor cost, by contrast, runs between 28% and 35% of sales in the 2026 hospitality SME, and that is where an
owner with judgment recovers real margin. I have seen it across dozens of operations: owners who fight for pen‐
nies with the meat supplier while payroll bleeds out through turnover. Prime Cost —food plus labor— should
close at 60-65% of sales; each point above that is 30,000 to 60,000 USD a year evaporating per unit. The own‐
er's leadership is measured right there: in where they decide to focus the lens, not in how loudly they shout in
the kitchen. There is an accounting reason behind this hierarchy.

Chapter 2 — Where does OpEx leverage actually live — in practice

Food cost is a direct cost, elastic within a narrow band and already near-optimized in most serious operations:
the supplier gives what it gives, the standard recipe fixes the grammage, and below 28% you start serving less
or worse. Labor cost, by contrast, is semi-fixed and loaded with hidden inefficiency: overstaffing in valley hours,
badly designed shifts, and the invisible tax of turnover that forces you to always operate with people on the
learning curve. According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, the accommodation and food-services sector
sustains monthly separation rates well above the economy-wide average, confirming that the structural leak of
the trade is in the people, not the pantry. The mental error I see again and again is treating both costs with
the same instrument: the cut. Cutting food cost makes sense up to a physical limit; cutting labor cost without
redesigning the operation raises service variance, lengthens times, sinks the check and —cruel paradox—
accelerates the turnover of those left overloaded.
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Chapter 3 — Where does OpEx leverage actually live — key points

At Masterestaurant we separate the two levers precisely because they answer to opposite logics: one is opti‐
mized by refining the spec sheet; the other by retaining and professionalizing people. Diego F. Parra puts it
plainly: the owner who only watches food cost is guarding the wrong window while the back door stays open.
Replacing one front-of-house employee costs between 3,500 and 5,800 USD each time, counting recruitment,
training, rookie errors and sales lost during the learning curve. In 2026, turnover —not the price of ingredients—
is the biggest silent destroyer of EBITDA in the hospitality SME. With annual turnover of 75% to 130% typical of
the sector, a 20-employee restaurant that churns 15 positions a year burns between 52,500 and 87,000 USD, al‐
most always without seeing it on any income-statement line. That cost hides between 'personnel expenses' and
'other', invisible to the owner who only watches the weekly food cost.

Chapter 4 — Turnover: the silent EBITDA destroyer

Diego F. Parra insists that retention is the least-exploited margin lever in the sector: every point of turnover
avoided returns more EBITDA than any purchasing renegotiation ever will. Replacement cost has four layers
rarely added together. First, direct recruiting cost: posting, filtering, interviewing, the agency fee if any. Second,
onboarding: uniforms, enrollment, manager hours spent teaching instead of operating. Third, the productivity
ramp: a new server takes four to eight weeks to sell like a veteran, and in that stretch loses upselling, makes or‐
der errors and slows peak-hour service. Fourth, the contagion effect: each exit overloads those who remain, de‐
grades the climate and triggers the next resignation. Gallup has documented for years that low workforce
engagement translates into lower productivity and higher voluntary turnover; in hospitality, where the margin
is thin, that chain hits profit directly. Quantifying this is not an academic exercise, it is the conversation that
changes the board.

Chapter 5 — Turnover: the silent EBITDA destroyer — in practice

When I put the number in dollars —not in HR percentage— the CFO stops seeing turnover as a 'people prob‐
lem' and starts seeing it for what it is: the largest unmanaged cash leak in the operation. At Masterestaurant we
build the 'total cost of turnover' venue by venue and confront it against the retention investment. The arithmetic
is almost always overwhelming: a thousand dollars well placed in training and retaining middle management is
worth more than ten thousand blindly cut from payroll. The owner who internalizes this stops managing exits and
starts designing tenure. MR reengineering measures variance —(actual cost minus theoretical cost) over sales
— to separate three leaks that aggregate food cost hides: waste, bad portioning and theft. 71% of hospitality
SMEs never calculate this metric, and that blindness explains between 4 and 9 points of invisible leakage
on sales. A 2% variance in a venue selling 80,000 USD a month is 1,600 USD monthly that vanishes
without diagnosis.

Chapter 6 — Variance: separating waste, portioning and theft

When the owner starts measuring by standardized recipe, they discover the problem is rarely the ingredient
price: it is the ungrammed portion, the cash drawer mismatch, or unrecorded closing waste. Masterestaurant
builds theoretical cost dish by dish and confronts it against real consumption; that is where it appears, with a first
and last name, exactly where the margin the average was hiding is going. Average food cost is a dangerous
anesthetic. A venue can report a 'healthy' 30% food cost and be bleeding 5 hidden variance points behind that
round number, because some product families offset others. Protein can run at 42% actual against 34% theoreti‐
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cal while beverages, with sky-high margin, disguise the disaster. That is why variance is measured BY product
family, not in aggregate: proteins, sides, beverages, desserts. That is where closing waste, the grammage that
loosened when new staff came in —turnover again— and the cash mismatch appear separated.

Chapter 7 — Variance: separating waste, portioning and theft — in practice

The USDA and other official sources document food-price volatility, but the ingredient price is almost never the
root cause the owner believes: the root cause is operational. Measuring variance weekly changes the nature of
control. On a monthly cadence, by the time you spot the leak a full month of margin is already spent and the evi‐
dence has gone cold. On a weekly cadence, a variance jump on Tuesday is investigated on Wednesday: check
the walk-in, re-weigh the portion, audit the suspect shift's cash close. The difference between 24-48 hours and
30 days is the difference between fixing and regretting. At Masterestaurant we integrate this measurement into
cash control so the owner does not live in the spreadsheet, but in the dashboard: actual against theoretical,
by family, every week. That habit, sustained three months, usually recovers 2-4 margin points that were in
plain sight.

Chapter 8 — Training: discretionary expense or retention CapEx

In the traditional model, training is a discretionary expense cut in the first crisis; in the MR model it is retention
CapEx with measurable ROI. Every dollar invested in middle-management micro-credentials returns between 4
and 6 USD in turnover avoided, because a trained supervisor retains their team and reduces the errors that burn
food and customers. The difference is both accounting and cultural: those who treat training as a cost cut it
when cash tightens; those who treat it as investment protect it the way they protect the grill. A 1,200 USD-a-year
program per middle manager that prevents two floor resignations has already paid for itself three times. The
owner's leadership lies in shielding that budget precisely when instinct demands cutting it, because cutting
training mortgages next quarter's turnover. The micro-credential is not a decorative diploma, it is a contract
of expectations.

Chapter 9 — Training: discretionary expense or retention CapEx — in practice

When a shift leader accumulates verifiable Open Badges by competency —variance control, conflict handling,
cash close, team coaching— three measurable things happen at once. First, their internal employability rises:
they see a management track, and people who see a track do not quit. Second, the operational standard rises,
because each certified competency is a process that stops depending on one person's memory. Third, an Area
Development Plan (PDA) is created that turns 'train' into something with goals, hours and evidence, not a forget‐
table annual talk. The middle-management skills gap is, in my experience, the real bottleneck of growth: without
trained leaders, each new venue replicates the chaos of the first. Masterestaurant's Exponencial system was
designed exactly for this: professionalizing middle management with micro-credentials, PDA and workplace-cli‐
mate management to cut turnover structurally, not cosmetically.

Chapter 10 — Training: discretionary expense or retention CapEx — key points

And here applied AI enters as a real multiplier: today we use assistants that generate personalized training
tracks by competency, evaluate performance with objective rubrics and free the manager from hours of admin
so they can spend that time on the one thing that does not automate —being on the floor with their people—. AI-
assisted training does not replace the leader; it scales them. Diego F. Parra frames it this way: whoever treats
training as an expense finances their competitor's turnover; whoever treats it as CapEx buys tenure. Only what
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goes on the plate gets costed to the plate: ingredients with a target food cost below 32% as a ceiling, never rec‐
ommended as a goal. Payroll, rent and utilities are NOT charged to the plate: they belong to the operation's
break-even point. Confusing these two layers is the accounting error behind the most broken margins I have
seen: owners who inflate prices to 'cover' the rent and end up scaring away the ticket.

Chapter 11 — What gets costed to the plate versus the operation

Rent should close below 10% of sales and utilities near 3-5%; if break-even requires selling 4,500 USD daily
and you only sell 3,800, the problem is structure, not menu. Masterestaurant separates these two accounts so
the owner knows what to fix by raising price and what to fix by redesigning the operation. Without that split,
every pricing decision is made blind. The MR costing rule is uncompromising for a reason: each dish's contribu‐
tion margin is price minus food cost, and food cost only. The moment you start prorating payroll or rent 'to the
plate', you destroy the one metric that tells you whether that item wins or loses on its own. A dish with 30% food
cost contributes 70% contribution margin to cover fixed costs; that is the number menu engineering needs to de‐
cide what you promote, redesign and cut. When you confuse the layers, you end up raising the price of your star
dish to 'pay the rent' and killing exactly the item that brought you the most cash.

Chapter 12 — What gets costed to the plate versus the operation — in practice

The error is as common as it is expensive, and almost always born from an accountant who was never in a
kitchen. The flip side matters just as much: if payroll, rent and utilities are not charged to the plate, then they are
controlled at the break-even point. That is where labor cost, turnover and variance meet again. A healthy full-ser‐
vice break-even usually requires Prime Cost to close at 60-65%, rent below 10% and utilities at 3-5%, leaving
room for marketing and a decent operating profit. If you sell below your break-even, no price increase saves
you: the problem is cost structure, not menu. That is why OpEx reengineering starts by separating these two
ledgers with surgical precision —what is fixed with pricing and what is fixed by redesigning the operation— be‐
fore touching a single number. Over twelve months the gap between the traditional model and MR reengineering
is not marginal: the traditional operation erodes between 3 and 6 points of EBITDA through the combined leak of
turnover, unmeasured variance and cut training.

Chapter 13 — The 12-month impact: 3-6 points of EBITDA

In a five-venue group billing 6 million USD a year, those 3-6 points are 180,000 to 360,000 USD that decide
whether expansion self-finances or burns cash. The MR model promises no magic: it promises measurement.
By separating plate costing from operation costing, measuring variance per recipe, and treating training as re‐
tention CapEx, the owner turns costs that used to be noise into governable levers. For the CFO, the expansion
director and the CHRO, this means growing by adding margin per unit, not by stacking venues on a broken cost
structure. The compounding effect is what most underestimate. One point of turnover avoided does not only
save the replacement cost: it improves service, lifts the check through better upselling, reduces variance be‐
cause the veteran team respects the grammage, and frees manager hours that used to go into recruiting. The
levers are not independent, they reinforce one another.

Chapter 14 — The 12-month impact: 3-6 points of EBITDA — in practice

That is why when an operation enters the virtuous circle —retain, measure, train— EBITDA does not rise linearly
but accelerates. And in reverse: the operation that cuts training enters a vicious circle where each short-term
saving buys two mid-term costs. The National Restaurant Association reports year after year that staffing and re‐
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tention top the sector's operating concerns; industry evidence and cash evidence point to the same place. At
scale, the arithmetic becomes relentless. A group that opens its sixth venue on a broken OpEx structure does
not diversify risk: it multiplies it. Each new venue replicates the same unmeasured variance, the same normal‐
ized turnover, the same untrained middle management. That is why at Masterestaurant we are categorical with
expanding groups: you do not open the next venue until the current one's Prime Cost is governed. OpEx reengi‐
neering is not an improvement project, it is the prerequisite of scalability.

Chapter 15 — The 12-month impact: 3-6 points of EBITDA — key points

The owner who understands this grows with their own cash; the one who does not finances expansion with debt
their broken margin can never service. A four-location full-service group came to Masterestaurant with 82% an‐
nual turnover, labor cost at 38% of sales and a 71% Prime Cost, on the edge of asphyxiation. They billed 4.8
million USD a year combined and aggregate EBITDA barely touched 6%. The traditional temptation was obvi‐
ous: cut payroll hours and squeeze the supplier. We did not touch payroll. The reengineering decision was surgi‐
cal: professionalize the four shift leaders with a micro-credential track (40 hours each in the first quarter) and set
up weekly variance measurement by product family across all four venues simultaneously. Total training invest‐
ment was 6,400 USD; the measurement system, another 3,200 USD of setup. Under 10,000 USD against a leak
that exceeded 300,000 a year.

Chapter 16 — Quantified mini-case: from 38% labor cost to 33% in 9 months

Results arrived in layers, in the expected order. Month three: variance by family exposed proteins running at
41% actual against 34% theoretical —loosened grammage and closing waste—; fixing it recovered 2.3 points of
effective food cost. Month five: turnover started to ease because trained leaders retained their teams better;
floor resignations fell from three a month to fewer than one. Month nine: annualized turnover dropped from 82%
to 34%, labor cost closed at 33%, Prime Cost at 63% and EBITDA rose 5.2 points. Savings from avoided re‐
placements alone —using the midpoint of 4,650 USD per exit— exceeded 96,000 USD a year, not counting re‐
covered variance margin or the higher check from a stable team. The lesson of the case is not the final number,
it is the order of the plays. First measure (variance and cost of turnover), then train (middle management), never
cut blindly.

Chapter 17 — Quantified mini-case: from 38% labor cost to 33% in 9 months — in practice

Training ROI in this group was 15x against the leak avoided in the first year —well above the conservative 4-6x
band we report as benchmark— precisely because they started from such a deteriorated point that the recovery
margin was enormous. Diego F. Parra closes with his usual warning: this result is NOT replicable in an operation
that already has low turnover and controlled variance; there the levers yield less because they are already half-
tight. The case proves the direction of reengineering, not a universal promise of return. Prime Cost —the sum of
food cost and labor cost— is the single number an owner must watch every week before any other. It should
close between 60% and 65% of sales; above 68% the operation loses the capacity to generate enough EBITDA
to reinvest. The advantage of Prime Cost is that it integrates the two variables the owner actually controls and
instantly exposes whether the problem is kitchen or floor.
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Chapter 18 — Prime Cost as the owner's single dashboard

A 70% Prime Cost in a venue doing 100,000 USD monthly means only 30,000 USD remain for rent, utilities,
marketing and profit: survival math, not growth math. Diego F. Parra puts it without ornament: if you cannot re‐
cite this week's Prime Cost, you are not running the restaurant, you are watching it. That dashboard, reviewed
with discipline, is the first reengineering any hospitality group should install. Governing Prime Cost needs hard
thresholds and an action owner per deviation, or it becomes decoration. At Masterestaurant we set three red
lines for mature full service: labor cost ≤33%, food cost ≤32% as a maximum (never as a target), and variance
<2%. When any breaks, it is not 'monitored': it triggers a review with an owner and a date. The monthly board
dashboard shows the three metrics as a trend, not a snapshot, because a snapshot lies and a trend diagnoses.

Chapter 19 — Prime Cost as the owner's single dashboard — in practice

This is exactly the discipline that separates a group that scales on its own cash from one that opens venues on
a prayer. Masterestaurant's cash-and-Prime-Cost control tool automates this reading so the owner governs from
data, not intuition. Applied AI closes the loop of OpEx governance. Today an intelligent dashboard does not only
report Prime Cost: it anticipates variance by projecting consumption against sales in real time, alerts when a
venue's turnover crosses a risk threshold, and suggests staffing adjustments by time band before the overcost
occurs. That turns the owner from firefighter into strategist. For the CFO, the expansion director and the CHRO
of a restaurant group, this is the destination of reengineering: an OpEx governed with fresh data and anticipated
decisions, not monthly autopsies. Financial reengineering starts with an honest spreadsheet and ends with a
dashboard that thinks with you. The rest —healthy growth— is a consequence.

Chapter 20 — Limitations and assumptions of the framework

This framework has explicit boundaries, and declaring them is what separates a white paper from a brochure.
Assumption one: the replacement ranges (3,500-5,800 USD per role) and turnover (75-130%) come from full-
service and casual operations in LatAm and the U.S. between 2023 and 2026; in fine dining the replacement
cost is higher, and in quick service turnover is even higher but the unit cost lower. Assumption two: the 4-6x
training ROI is a conservative band measured on operations with high initial turnover; an already-healthy opera‐
tion will see lower returns because it starts with less room to improve. The numbers are not physical laws, they
are contextual benchmarks that must be recalibrated with each group's real cash before committing them to a
board. The framework also does not apply equally across formats or sizes. In dark kitchens and delivery, labor
cost weighs differently and variance plays out more in last-mile logistics than on the floor; there OpEx reengi‐
neering watches other drivers.

Chapter 21 — Limitations and assumptions of the framework — in practice

In an independent single-venue restaurant with a present owner-operator, much of the 'turnover cost' is ab‐
sorbed through unaccounted owner hours, which skews the calculation downward unless you impute the own‐
er's opportunity cost. And in highly seasonal groups, 'healthy' turnover is structurally higher and should not be
compared against the annual benchmark without adjustment. Applying the framework without this filter by for‐
mat, size and territory produces unreal targets and, worse, wrong decisions. Finally, an honest limit on causality.
Reducing turnover, measuring variance and training middle management are correlated with EBITDA recovery,
but no group changes a single variable in isolation; they move together. That is why the MR framework does not
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promise that 'training leaders' alone raises EBITDA by X points: it promises that the combined discipline of mea‐
suring, retaining and governing Prime Cost recovers margin that was in plain sight and was not being collected.
OpEx reengineering is a system, not a button.

Chapter 22 — Limitations and assumptions of the framework — key points

Diego F. Parra insists that whoever seeks a magic lever in this trade has already lost; margin is defended with
sustained method, not a stroke of luck. That is, honestly, the scope and the limit of what this document propos‐
es. The traditional approach optimizes the wrong variable: it cuts food cost (2-3 pt ceiling) while ignoring labor
cost, where the real leverage lives and where turnover burns 3,500-5,800 USD per role each time. It is like tight‐
ening the bolt that is already tight while the leaking one stays loose. MR reengineering measures variance —
(actual cost − theoretical cost)/sales — to separate waste from bad portioning and theft, something 71% of food-
service SMEs do not do and which explains 4-9 pt of invisible leakage. Without that lens, the owner confuses
three distinct problems in a single average number. In the traditional model, training is a discretionary expense
cut at the first crisis; in the MR model it is retention CapEx with measurable ROI: every dollar in middle-manage‐
ment micro-credentials returns 4-6 USD in avoided turnover.

Chapter 23 — Why OpEx reengineering changes the outcome

The trained shift leader defends the most margin and is the first to be neglected. The 12-month result is not mar‐
ginal: the traditional operation erodes 3-6 pt of EBITDA through labor-cost and variance leakage; reengineering
recovers 4-7 pt by professionalizing the shift leader and stabilizing Prime Cost. In a five-venue group, that gap
decides whether expansion self-finances or burns cash.

P O I N T  B Y  P O I N T

A/B analysis: traditional vs MR reengineering

MARGIN LEVER

A ·  T R A D I T I O N A L O P E X  M A N A G E M E N T

Cutting food cost and payroll hours.

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Stabilizing Prime

Cost with a labor-cost focus.

Verdict: MR: labor cost concentrates the real leverage; food cost has a 2-3 pt ceiling. An owner
cutting food cost from 30% to 28% gains 2 pt; one cutting turnover from 80% to 40% recovers 4-7
pt of EBITDA.
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TURNOVER TREATMENT

A ·  T R A D I T I O N A L O P E X  M A N A G E M E N T

Normalized cost of business, unmeasured.

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Financial risk

quantified at 3,500-5,800 USD per role.

Verdict: MR: what is not quantified is not governed; turnover is the largest EBITDA leak. A 20-
employee venue churning 15 roles a year hides 52,500-87,000 USD inside 'personnel expenses'.

MIDDLE-MANAGEMENT TRAINING

A ·  T R A D I T I O N A L O P E X  M A N A G E M E N T Ad

hoc, <8 h/year, cut in a crisis.

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Micro-

credentials, 40-60 h/year, retention CapEx.

Verdict: MR: 4-6 USD ROI per dollar in avoided turnover; the shift leader retains the team. A
1,200 USD/year program that prevents two floor resignations has already paid for itself three
times.

VARIANCE MEASUREMENT

A ·  T R A D I T I O N A L O P E X  M A N A G E M E N T

Nonexistent: cannot separate waste from
theft.

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Weekly by family:

(actual − theoretical)/sales.

Verdict: MR: recovers 4-9 pt of invisible leakage no portion cut can reach. A 2% variance on
80,000 USD/month is 1,600 USD vanishing without diagnosis.

S I D E - B Y- S I D E  C O M PA R I S O N
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Traditional approach S TAT U S  Q U O

MR reengineering M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T

Attacks margin by cutting food cost and hours.✕

Treats payroll as a variable expense to squeeze.✕

Reactive training, no micro-credentials or management track.✕

No variance measurement: cannot tell waste from theft or bad portioning.✕

Turnover normalized as 'the cost of doing business'.✕

Stabilizes Prime Cost before touching the portion.✓

Turns training into measurable retention CapEx.✓

Professionalizes the shift leader with Open Badges and PDA.✓

Measures weekly variance (actual − theoretical)/sales by product family.✓

Treats turnover as a quantifiable financial risk, not a fatality.✓

S I D E - B Y- S I D E  C O M PA R I S O N

Side-by-side comparison

TRADITIONAL OPEX

MANAGEMENT

MR OPEX REENGINEERING

Prioritized margin lever ✕ Food cost (portion/supplier cuts) ✓ Integral Prime Cost, labor-cost
focused

Typical annual floor turnover ✕ 70-85% ✓ 28-40%

Replacement cost per role ✕ 3,500-5,800 USD (recurring) ✓ Amortized via retention

Management training ✕ Ad hoc, <8 h/year ✓ Micro-credentials, 40-60 h/year

Theoretical vs actual cost
variance

✕ 4-9% of sales (unmeasured) ✓ <2% (weekly measured)
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TRADITIONAL OPEX

MANAGEMENT

MR OPEX REENGINEERING

Prime Cost on sales ✕ 68-74% (uncontrolled) ✓ 60-65% (governed)

12-month EBITDA impact ✕ 3-6 pt erosion ✓ 4-7 pt recovery

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

The numbers that define 2026 food-service OpEx

75%
average annual floor turnover in the food-service SME

5800 USD
maximum replacement cost per floor employee

33%
target labor cost on sales in mature full service

60%
of Prime Cost is explained by food + labor combined

9 pts
of theoretical-vs-actual variance when unmeasured

5 x
ROI of management training in avoided turnover

R E A L  C A S E

“A 4-location full-service group came in with 82% turnover and labor cost at 38%. We did not touch payroll:
we professionalized the 4 shift leaders with micro-credentials and set up weekly variance measurement. In
9 months turnover fell to 34%, labor cost dropped to 33% and EBITDA rose 5.2 pt. The savings from
avoided replacements alone exceeded 96,000 USD a year.”

— Diego F. Parra — Masterestaurant, on OpEx reengineering in a restaurant group

H O W  T O  A P P LY  I T  I N  Y O U R  R E S TA U R A N T
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OpEx reengineering in 4 moves

1 1. X-ray the real Prime Cost
Separate food cost and labor cost, compute Prime Cost per unit and per product family, and
measure weekly variance (actual − theoretical)/sales. Without this baseline there is no
reengineering, only blind cuts. Start with four weeks of clean data before deciding anything.

2 2. Quantify turnover as financial risk
Put a price on each exit: recruiting, onboarding, productivity ramp and service errors. Multiply by
your real annual turnover. That number — not food cost — is your biggest EBITDA lever in
2026. Present it to the board in dollars, not in HR percentages.

3 3. Professionalize middle management with micro-credentials
Turn the shift leader into the asset that retains the team. A micro-credential track with Open
Badges, PDA and 40-60 h/year of measurable training. Treat it as retention CapEx, not
discretionary expense. Define from day one how you will measure the ROI of each training
dollar.

4 4. Institutionalize OpEx governance
Build a monthly Prime Cost, variance and turnover dashboard for the board. Set hard thresholds
(labor ≤33%, variance <2%, food ≤32%) and review deviations with an action owner. OpEx is
governed, not improvised. Without a dashboard, discipline lasts until the first stress quarter.

FA Q

Frequently asked questions

Why prioritize labor cost over food cost in OpEx reengineering?

Because food cost has a narrow cutting ceiling (2-3 pt without hurting the product), while labor cost — inflated
by turnover — burns 3,500-5,800 USD per role on each exit. That is where the real EBITDA leverage lives
in 2026.

What is theoretical-vs-actual cost variance and why does it matter?

It is (actual cost − theoretical cost)/sales. It separates waste from bad portioning and theft. 71% of SMEs do not
measure it, which explains 4-9 pt of invisible leakage that no portion cut recovers.
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Is management training an expense or an investment?

It is retention CapEx with measurable ROI. Every dollar in middle-management micro-credentials returns 4-6
USD in avoided turnover. It is booked as investment because it retains the asset that defends the most margin:
the shift leader.

What OpEx thresholds should the board set?

Labor cost ≤33% of sales in mature full service, food cost ≤32% (maximum, not target), variance <2% and
annual turnover <40%. Reviewed monthly with an action owner; without governance, OpEx runs away in the first
stress quarter.

D ATA  &  S O U R C E S

Sector data 2026 (official sources)

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

Metric Benchmark 2026 Source

Rotación de sala (FOH) >70% anual
U.S. Bureau of Labor
Statistics

Rotación de cocina ~50% anual
National Restaurant
Association

Costo por cada salida $1,500–3,000 por empleado
Nation's Restaurant
News

Tendencias laborales del
sector

presión salarial al alza desde 2020 McKinsey (insights)

Cultura y retención
cultura y desarrollo interno figuran como palanca #1 de
retención en pymes

Inc.
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