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

Verdict: the myth says the urban restaurant lives off two peaks —lunch and dinner— and
dies the rest of the day. The reality across 8,400 audited checks is different: the lunch peak
averages 71% of capacity, but the 3:00-6:00 PM window —the one almost everyone gives
away— runs at 19% and holds 38% of the wasted margin. The money isn't in filling peaks
harder; it's in the valley. Whoever measures occupancy by daypart and attacks the valley
with product and suggestive selling recovers between 6 and 11 points of operating margin
without adding a single table.

🔬  O r i g i n a l  S t u d y  /  I n d u s t r y  I n d e x First-party research · methodology & sample disclosed · 12 min read

· 2026-07-08

INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY OF MASTERESTAURANT® — EXCLUSIVE FOR SECTOR LEADERS

For three years, the Masterestaurant team recorded real occupancy —seats filled over available capacity,
measured in 30-minute windows— in urban restaurants across Spanish-speaking cities. This isn't about
reservations or intent: it's hot seats versus cold seats, check by check.

The industry obsesses over average check and over filling peaks. But the peak is already full: pushing lunch
from 71% to 78% costs expensive marketing and brushes the physical ceiling. The virgin ground is the afternoon
valley and the early evening, where the seat costs the same rent but yields four times less.

This index is not a summary of someone else's numbers. It's primary research by Diego F. Parra and the
Masterestaurant team, built so an owner knows which occupancy percentile their house falls into and which
lever —CX, suggestive selling, or branded product— moves the needle in each daypart.

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

Side-by-side comparison

RESTAURANT THAT ONLY

MEASURES PEAKS

RESTAURANT THAT MEASURES BY

DAYPART (MR INDEX)

Lunch peak occupancy 1:00-
3:00 PM

✕ Assumed 100% (false) ✓ 71% real (range 62-84% by segment)
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RESTAURANT THAT ONLY

MEASURES PEAKS

RESTAURANT THAT MEASURES BY

DAYPART (MR INDEX)

Afternoon valley 3:00-6:00 PM ✕ Ignored / closed ✓ 19% real (range 11-27%)

Dinner occupancy 8:00-10:30
PM

✕ Believed to be queen ✓ 64% real (range 55-79%)

Margin wasted per cold hour ✕ Not calculated ✓ 38% of monthly margin lost in the
valley

Valley check vs peak check ✕ Assumed equal ✓ 22% lower in the valley without
suggestive selling

Recovery from activating the
valley

✕ 0 pts (untouched) ✓ 6-11 pts of operating margin

Finding 1 — The afternoon valley is the brand storefront no owner is using
A restaurant that expands into retail and branded product turns the cold seat at 4:30 pm into a point of sale, not
a sunk cost. Across the 8,400 audited accounts, the 3-6 pm window drops to 19% average occupancy while rent
runs the full 24 hours. Diego F. Parra says it in every Masterestaurant engagement: those empty tables already
cost the same as the full ones at the peak. The difference is what you do with them. A house-brand specialty cof‐
fee, a jar of signature sauce or a logo-stamped chocolate bar turns the after-meal lull into extra ticket. In the 47
locations that tested this lever, the valley added between 8% and 14% in new sales without touching the peak or
hiring more kitchen staff. The storefront already exists; it was just missing merchandise to sell in it. 38% of an ur‐
ban restaurant's lost margin lives between 3 pm and 6 pm, not at the rush hour.

Finding 2 — Measuring by day hides the valley; measuring by window exposes it
When you average a whole day's occupancy into a single figure —say 52%— the number lies by omission: it
blends a lunch peak at 71% with an afternoon valley at 19%. The Masterestaurant team measured seats occu‐
pied against available capacity in 30-minute windows over three years, and the pattern repeats across the audit‐
ed Spanish-speaking cities. The owner who only reads the daily close believes the house performs well; the one
who cuts the day into windows discovers it bleeds for four straight hours. That's the mistake I see over and over:
money goes into filling an already-full peak when the virgin ground —and near-pure margin— sits in the dead af‐
ternoon nobody audits window by window. Raising lunch occupancy from 71% to 78% costs expensive market‐
ing and brushes the room's physical limit. The average peak across the 8,400 accounts settles at 71% of capaci‐
ty, and those seven missing points to the real ceiling demand more advertising, more discount and more forced
table turns for diminishing marginal return.

Finding 3 — The peak already hit its physical
ceiling: fighting for seven more points is expensive
The valley, by contrast, starts at 19%: every point you gain there is near-clean margin because rent, power and
the manager are already paid. At Masterestaurant we run the cold math with the owner: seven points at the sat‐
urated peak equal, in real money, less than half what five points in the valley yield. The arithmetic is counterintu‐
itive but brutal. Stop pushing against the ceiling and start filling the basement; that's where the money nobody
picks up sits. The peak's lever is table turnover; the valley's is CX and suggestive selling with branded product.
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Confusing them burns money. At rush hour —lunch at 71%, dinner above 60%— every minute of an occupied
table matters: the goal is to serve fast, cash out and free the seat for the next diner. There, retail branding gets
in the way because it slows the turn. But in the 3-6 pm window, with 19% of seats filled, hurry is your enemy:
you want the customer to stay, order a second specialty coffee and take home a jar of your signature preserve.

Finding 4 — Each window has its lever: don't use the peak's hammer in the valley
Diego F. Parra frames it this way in board meetings: at the peak you sell time, in the valley you sell experience
and merchandise. Applying the turnover strategy to the dead afternoon scares off the one customer who actually
had room to buy more. This index exists so an owner knows exactly which occupancy percentile their restaurant
falls in and which lever to pull in each window. With 8,400 audited accounts we built the real curve: the 50th per‐
centile at the lunch peak is 71%, but the 25th starts at 58% and the 90th reaches 82%. In the afternoon valley
the median is 19%, and the top quartile —those already working the window— touches 34%, nearly double. The
gap between your house and the 90th percentile isn't luck: it's a list of concrete levers. If your peak sits in the
40th percentile, the problem is table turnover.

Finding 5 — Which occupancy percentile your house falls in
If your valley sits at or below the median, the lost money is in CX and branded product. Masterestaurant built
this map as primary research, not a summary of other people's figures, so you stop comparing your restaurant
against a blind average. Expanding into branded product turns idle capacity into revenue without cannibalizing
the peak service. The typical objection I hear is «I don't have kitchen capacity to make sauces and preserves».
False: the kitchen running at 71% during lunch falls to 19% use in the afternoon, and those same four dead
hours are when you jar, label and prep the branded merchandise. In the 47 locations that tested it, the marginal
production cost was low because they used labor already hired and present during the valley shift. The product
then sells in the very 4:30 pm storefront, by delivery or in local shops. A jar that costs 2.10 USD to produce sells
at the table for 9 USD; no menu dish gives you that margin.

Finding 6 — Branded retail doesn't compete with the kitchen: it uses it when idle
The key is that the restaurant's brand already carries trust with the diner: selling its product is the natural exten‐
sion, not a new business from scratch. Real occupancy is measured in hot seats over cold seats, check by
check, not in reservations or intent. For three years the Masterestaurant team recorded seats occupied against
available capacity in 30-minute windows, and that discipline changed the diagnosis of dozens of restaurants.
The owner usually looks at the day's reservations and believes the house is packed; reservations lie because
they don't discount the no-show or the party of four that showed up as two. What matters is the physical seat
filled against the physical seat empty, window by window. When you put that raw figure on the table —71% at
the peak, 19% in the valley— the conversation stops being about marketing and turns to what you do with the
afternoon's 81% of cold seats.

Finding 7 — Hot seats against cold seats: the metric nobody keeps
That's where branded product stops being a whim and becomes the obvious answer to the margin that was be‐
ing thrown away. Measuring by day hides the valley; measuring by daypart exposes it: 38% of lost margin lives
between 3:00 and 6:00 PM, not at the lunch rush. The peak is at its physical ceiling (71% average); fighting for 7
more points costs dearly. The valley sits at 19%: every point gained there is nearly pure margin because the rent
is already paid. The peak lever is table turnover; the valley lever is CX and suggestive selling —specialty coffee,
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lingering with branded product, an afternoon format—. The restaurant that expands into retail and branded
product turns the valley into a showcase: the cold 4:30 PM seat becomes a point of sale for its brand, not a
sunk cost.

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

A/B analysis: measuring peaks vs measuring by daypart

HOW OCCUPANCY IS MEASURED

A ·  R E S TA U R A N T  T H AT  O N LY M E A S U R E S
P E A K S

By full-day revenue

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T By seats/capacity

in 30-minute windows

Verdict: B: only daypart granularity exposes the valley where margin bleeds.

WHERE MARGIN IS SOUGHT

A ·  R E S TA U R A N T  T H AT  O N LY M E A S U R E S
P E A K S

Push the lunch peak higher

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Activate the 3:00-

6:00 PM valley

Verdict: B: the peak is at its physical ceiling; the valley at 19% leaves margin nearly pure.

COLD-DAYPART LEVER

A ·  R E S TA U R A N T  T H AT  O N LY M E A S U R E S
P E A K S

Discount to fill

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Branded product

+ suggestive selling + CX

Verdict: B: discounts erode the check; product defends it and yields margin.
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ROLE OF THE VALLEY IN STRATEGY

A ·  R E S TA U R A N T  T H AT  O N LY M E A S U R E S
P E A K S

Unavoidable sunk cost

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

showcase

Verdict: B: the cold seat becomes a brand point of sale with no extra rent.

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

The double-peak myth W H AT  A L M O S T  E V E RY O N E  B E L I E V E S

The reality of the daypart index M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T

The urban restaurant lives off lunch and dinner; the rest is unavoidable dead time.✕

Closing between services saves payroll and costs nothing.✕

Raising the average check is the only margin lever left.✕

Occupancy is measured by daily revenue, not by daypart.✕

The 3:00-6:00 PM valley runs at 19% and hides 38% of the lost margin.✓

Rent runs the same with the room empty: every cold hour is net negative margin.✓

Suggestive selling in the valley lifts the check 22% and fills idle tables.✓

Without 30-minute-window measurement, the owner can't see where cash bleeds.✓

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

Side-by-side comparison

RESTAURANT THAT ONLY

MEASURES PEAKS

RESTAURANT THAT MEASURES BY

DAYPART (MR INDEX)

Lunch peak occupancy 1:00-
3:00 PM

✕ Assumed 100% (false) ✓ 71% real (range 62-84% by segment)
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RESTAURANT THAT ONLY

MEASURES PEAKS

RESTAURANT THAT MEASURES BY

DAYPART (MR INDEX)

Afternoon valley 3:00-6:00 PM ✕ Ignored / closed ✓ 19% real (range 11-27%)

Dinner occupancy 8:00-10:30
PM

✕ Believed to be queen ✓ 64% real (range 55-79%)

Margin wasted per cold hour ✕ Not calculated ✓ 38% of monthly margin lost in the
valley

Valley check vs peak check ✕ Assumed equal ✓ 22% lower in the valley without
suggestive selling

Recovery from activating the
valley

✕ 0 pts (untouched) ✓ 6-11 pts of operating margin

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

The index scorecard (proprietary MR data)

8400
audited 2023-2026 in Spanish-
speaking urban restaurants

CH E C K S

71%
average lunch-peak occupancy
(range 62-84% by segment)

19%
average 3:00-6:00 PM valley
occupancy (range 11-27%)

38%
of monthly margin lost
concentrates in the afternoon valley

22%
lower is the valley check without
active suggestive selling
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V ISUAL I ZAT ION

The numbers, visualized

average lunch-peak occupancy (range 62-84% by segment)

71%

average 3:00-6:00 PM valley occupancy (range 11-27%)

19%

of monthly margin lost concentrates in the afternoon valley

38%

lower is the valley check without active suggestive selling

22%

median operating margin recovered by activating the valley (range 6-11)

9pts

Sources: Masterestaurant internal data

9 pts
median operating margin recovered

by activating the valley (range 6-11)

Chart by masterestaurant.com

R E A L  C A S E

“We closed at three and came back at seven, sure the afternoon didn't pay. When Diego put the daypart
index in front of us, we saw the rent on those four dead hours was eating nine points of margin. We opened
an afternoon format with specialty coffee and our branded product on display; the valley went from 14% to
41% occupancy in four months and that daypart's check rose 24% with well-trained suggestive selling.”

— Owner of a 3-unit urban full service, Masterestaurant audit 2025

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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How to place yourself in the index and activate your valley

1 Measure real occupancy in 30-minute windows
For two weeks, record seats filled over capacity every half hour, not daily revenue. You'll see
your own map: where your real peak sits (rarely 100%) and how deep your valley runs. Without
this baseline you can't place yourself in any percentile or know which daypart bleeds.

2 Calculate the lost margin of each cold hour
Spread your rent, utilities, and base payroll across open hours. Every hour running below 25%
occupancy is net negative margin: the seat costs the same empty or full. Add up the month and
you'll see why the valley, not the peak, is your biggest cash leak.

3 Design a product for the cold daypart, not a discount
Discounts erode the check; the afternoon product defends it. Specialty coffee, a signature snack
format, or your branded product on display turn the idle seat into a point of sale. The goal isn't to
fill cheap: it's to fill with margin and with your brand visible as a retail-expansion asset.

4 Train valley-specific suggestive selling and CX
The team sells differently at 4:30 PM than at 2:00 PM. Script the afternoon suggestion, measure
that daypart's NPS separately, and train servers for the long lingering table. With a valley-
specific service structure, the daypart check recovers up to 22 points and hospitality turns the
afternoon guest into a regular.

FA Q

FAQ on the occupancy-by-daypart index

Why measure by daypart and not by daily revenue?

Because daily revenue hides the valley. Two restaurants can bill the same, but one runs its afternoon at 40%
and the other at 12%. Only 30-minute-window occupancy reveals where the rent eats your margin without you
seeing it.

Isn't it simply more profitable to close during the valley?

Almost never. Rent runs the same whether you're open or closed, and closing breaks the guest habit and team
morale. The index shows that activating the valley with product and CX recovers 6-11 margin points; closing only
saves variable payroll, far less.

www.masterestaurant.com · Original Study - Masterestaurant Occupancy-by-Daypart Index 2026: The Hourly Map of the Urban Restaurant Page 8 of 9



Propiedad Intelectual de Masterestaurant® — Exclusivo para Líderes de Sector · masterestaurant.com

Which segment has the deepest valley?

The single-unit urban full service, with an average valley of 14-17%. Multi-unit fast casual is flatter (23-27%)
because its format already captures the afternoon. QSR has almost no valley. That's why the index breaks down
by segment and size.

How does the valley connect to retail expansion?

The cold 4:30 PM seat is the cheapest showcase you have. Placing your branded product in that daypart turns a
sunk cost into a point of sale and a market test for your retail line, without opening a new channel or paying
more rent.

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 personal >70% anual (sala >70%, cocina ~50%)
U.S. Bureau of Labor
Statistics

Costo por cada salida $1,500–3,000 por empleado
National Restaurant
Association

Operación fuera del local ~75% del tráfico Circana

Pedido online sobre
ventas

~40% de las ventas Statista

Personalización y lealtad
la personalización eleva frecuencia de visita y ticket
en full-service

FSR Magazine

Restaurantes latinos
(EE.UU.)

los hispanos impulsan ≈36% de los nuevos negocios
en EE.UU.

Negocios Now
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