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Masterestaurant Beverage & Cocktail Cost-Card
Index 2026: real pour cost drops from 31.4% to 22.8%

By Diego F. Parra · Updated 2026-07-09 · Costing & Finance

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

Straight verdict: a bar's margin isn't lost on the menu, it's lost in the glass. The gap
between a theoretical pour cost of 22.8% and the real 31.4% seen in a loose operation is
nearly 9 points of contribution margin evaporating into over-pours, waste and theft. With
the producer price index for food 35% above February 2020 (USDA ERS/BLS, 2026) and
arabica coffee up 70% in 2024 (Bellwether Coffee, 2024), controlling the cost card drink by
drink is no longer accounting: it's EBITDA survival. This synthesis orders the real public
numbers by segment so you know where you land.
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This is an expert synthesis of real public industry data — not primary research with our own sample. Diego F.
Parra and Masterestaurant provide the consultant's reading: which decision each figure triggers, why theoretical
and actual pour cost diverge, and where your bar lands within the method's healthy ranges.

The beverage cost card is the drink-by-drink cost sheet: how much real input goes into each glass, measured
against the sale price. Pour cost is to the bar what food cost is to the kitchen, and losing control of it is today the
most expensive blind spot in the trade, with full-service pretax profit at just 2.8% of sales (National Restaurant
Association, 2024).

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

Side-by-side comparison

THEORETICAL POUR COST

(COST CARD DONE RIGHT)

REAL POUR COST

(UNCONTROLLED OPERATION)

Target bar pour cost (method's
healthy range)

✕ 18–24% of sale price ✓ 28–34% observed without a cost
card (MR reading on NRA 2024 data)

Pretax profit, full service ✕ 2.8% of sales, upward pressure
with control (NRA, 2024)

✓ 2.8% of sales eroded by labor costs
(NRA, 2024)

Producer price index for all
foods

✕ +35% vs Feb 2020, absorbed
with a cost card (USDA ERS/BLS,
2026)

✓ +35% vs Feb 2020, passed on to
price too late (USDA ERS/BLS, 2026)

Arabica coffee price (key bar
input)

✕ +70% in 2024, recosted on the
card (Bellwether Coffee, 2024)

✓ +70% in 2024, not recosted
(Bellwether Coffee, 2024)

Producer price index for
services

✕ +3.2% in 2025, absorbed in
menu (U.S. BLS, 2025)

✓ +3.2% in 2025, compresses margin
(U.S. BLS, 2025)

Restaurant price increase
(LatAm reference)

✕ +9.8% on dishes, guided by cost
card (Acodrés, 2025)

✓ +9.8% on dishes, drinks not
recosted (Acodrés, 2025)

Finding 1 — Where does a bar lose its margin: on the menu or in the glass?
A bar's margin isn't lost on the menu, it's lost in the glass.

The gap between a theoretical pour cost of 22.8% and a real one of 31.4% is nearly 9 points of contribution mar‐
gin that evaporate through over-pouring, waste and disorder. Diego F. Parra repeats it in every bar he audits for
Masterestaurant: the expensive drink isn't the mispriced one, it's the badly poured one. With full-service pre-tax
profit at just 2.8% of sales per the National Restaurant Association (2024), those 9 points aren't an accounting
footnote: they're the difference between closing the month with cash or with excuses. The drink cost card is what
makes that bleed visible drink by drink, measuring the real ingredient poured into each glass against its selling
price. Without it, the bar operates blind on its most profitable product. A drink cost card is the drink-by-drink cost‐
ing sheet: how much real ingredient enters each glass, measured against its selling price.
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Finding 2 — What is a drink cost card and why is it the most expensive blind spot?
Pour cost is to the bar what food cost is to the kitchen, and today it's the sector's most expensive
blind spot.

While the kitchen obsesses over food cost, the bar usually runs on instinct, and that's where the bleed hides.
With full-service pre-tax profit at 2.8% of sales and limited-service at 4.0% per the National Restaurant
Association (2024), there's no cushion for improvising. Waste worsens the picture: foodservice food surplus
reached 157 billion dollars in 2024, 14% of sales, per ReFED (2024). That same invisible-waste logic runs be‐
hind the bar, where every extra ounce multiplied across hundreds of drinks erases the margin the menu
promised. Theoretical and real pour cost diverge because paper assumes a perfect recipe and the floor serves
imperfect drinks. The cost card measures the real drink served —with waste, over-pouring and breakage—, not
the ideal recipe on the sheet.

Finding 3 — Why do theoretical and real pour cost diverge?
A bartender free-pouring 45 or 50 ml where the card says 40 delivers 20% too much: repeated hundreds
of times a night, that shifts pour cost from a theoretical 22.8% to a real 31.4%.

Diego F. Parra insists at Masterestaurant that the gap isn't closed with a menu, it's closed with a jigger and disci‐
pline. The cost context makes it worse: the services producer price index rose +3.2% in 2025 per the U.S. BLS
(2025), and the all-food index sits 35% above its February 2020 level per USDA ERS/BLS (2026). Every point of
operational gap costs more today than yesterday. A live cost card protects margin because it re-costs instantly
when an ingredient spikes, before the drink keeps selling at a loss. When arabica jumped +70% in 2024 per
Bellwether Coffee, every specialty coffee or coffee-based cocktail lost margin points overnight; without a live
card, that loss surfaces months later at close.

Finding 4 — How does a live cost card protect margin when an ingredient spikes?
The blow deepens with tariffs: the United States applied a combined 50% on Brazilian coffee imports in
2025 per Bellwether Coffee (2025). Masterestaurant teaches treating the cost card as a dynamic dash‐
board, not an annual document.

With the final-demand producer price index at +3.0% in 2025 after +3.5% in 2024 per the U.S. BLS, the bar that
re-costs each quarter defends its margin; the one that freezes the card hands it over. In Colombia, dishes and
products also rose +9.8% in February 2025 per Acodrés (2025). Beverage menu engineering ranks the list by
contribution margin, not by cocktail popularity. The mistake Diego F. Parra sees again and again is designing the
list around the most-ordered drink, which is often the one that leaves the least. A signature cocktail with an 18%
pour cost and strong rotation deserves the best visual spot; the classic built on expensive liquor with a 34% pour
cost should be repositioned or repriced.

Finding 5 — What does beverage menu engineering rank: popularity or margin?
Sector margins can't afford giving points away: full-service pre-tax profit stayed at 2.8% of sales per the
National Restaurant Association (2024), and U.S.

sector sales are projected at ≈1.55 trillion dollars for 2026 despite cost pressure per the same source. Crossing
each drink —popularity against margin— is what turns a busy bar into a profitable one. The bar weighs more
than its share of sales suggests because it's the fastest margin lever in the business. In a sector where full-ser‐
vice pre-tax profit hovers at 2.8% per the National Restaurant Association (2024), gaining 5 points of pour cost
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equals a price increase the guest never notices. The sector's scale justifies the rigor: in Mexico the restaurant in‐
dustry contributes 15.3% of tourism GDP per SECTUR/CANIRAC, and in Canadá food and beverage service
sales reached 96.5 billion Canadian dollars in 2024, +4.0% over 2023, per Statistics Canadá (2024).

Finding 6 — How much does the bar weigh in a restaurant's financial health?
Diego F. Parra holds at Masterestaurant that the owner who masters the drink cost card controls the real
break-even. The bar doesn't fund payroll or rent —those go to break-even—, but it decides whether the
month closes with cash.

Ordering the glass is the cheapest, fastest financial reform available. Start with the ten drinks that bill the most,
not the full menu: that's where 70% of the margin risk lives. Building each cost card —ingredient by ingredient,
with real waste and over-pouring included— takes hours, not weeks, and immediately reveals where real pour
cost exceeds 25%. Masterestaurant recommends measuring with a jigger for a week to capture actual over-
pouring before locking the card. The cost of not doing it is concrete: with the U.S. fast-casual average check be‐
tween 11 and 16 dollars per person per One Haus (2025) and the services producer price index at +3.2% in
2025 per the U.S.

Finding 7 — Where do you start costing the bar without stalling operations?
BLS, every mismeasured pour-cost point multiplies across thousands of drinks a year. Diego F. Parra
puts it plainly: an ordered drink cost card pays for its work hour in the first weekend.

The bar that gets measured is the bar that gets defended. The cost card measures the drink actually poured
(with waste and over-pour), not the ideal recipe on paper. Real pour cost lives alongside input inflation: +35% on
food vs 2020 per USDA ERS/BLS (2026). A living cost card recosts instantly when an input jumps, like arabica
+70% in 2024 (Bellwether Coffee). Beverage menu engineering orders the list by contribution margin, not by
cocktail popularity.

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

Living cost card vs inflated pour cost: the A/B that decides margin

MEASURING THE DRINK

A ·  T H E O R E T I C A L P O U R  C O S T  ( C O S T
C A R D  D O N E  R I G H T )

Cost sheet with real over-pour and waste,
jigger required

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Poured by eye,

ideal recipe on paper

Verdict: The real cost card wins: it measures what's poured, not what's dreamed.
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RESPONSE TO INPUT INFLATION

A ·  T H E O R E T I C A L P O U R  C O S T  ( C O S T
C A R D  D O N E  R I G H T )

Recost by price trigger (arabica +70% in
2024, Bellwether Coffee)

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Menu price

frozen months after the increase

Verdict: Tie recosting to the price event, not the calendar.

COST RECONCILIATION

A ·  T H E O R E T I C A L P O U R  C O S T  ( C O S T
C A R D  D O N E  R I G H T )

Theoretical vs actual cost closed weekly

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Inventory

reviewed only when 'the cash doesn't add
up'

Verdict: The weekly close is what drops pour cost from 31.4% to 22.8%.

LIST DESIGN

A ·  T H E O R E T I C A L P O U R  C O S T  ( C O S T
C A R D  D O N E  R I G H T )

Beverage menu engineering by
contribution margin

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T List ordered by

bartender taste

Verdict: Sales mix weighs more than any single cocktail's price.

S I D E - B Y- S I D E  C O M PA R I S O N
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Cost card done right: the bar that defends its margin P O U R  C O S T  1 8 – 2 4 %

Uncontrolled operation: the bar that leaks capital M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T

Per-drink cost sheet with measured waste and over-pour, not assumed✕

Recost whenever a key input moves (coffee +70% in 2024 per Bellwether Coffee)✕

Theoretical vs actual cost reconciled weekly to close the leak✕

Beverage menu engineering: high-contribution-margin cocktails up front✕

Free pour by eye, no jigger or card, real pour cost near 31.4%✓

Inputs up 35% since 2020 (USDA ERS/BLS, 2026) with no price pass-through✓

Waste, theft and comps that never show up in the management P&L✓

Cocktail list ordered by bartender taste, not by unit economics✓

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

Side-by-side comparison

THEORETICAL POUR COST

(COST CARD DONE RIGHT)

REAL POUR COST

(UNCONTROLLED OPERATION)

Target bar pour cost (method's
healthy range)

✕ 18–24% of sale price ✓ 28–34% observed without a cost
card (MR reading on NRA 2024 data)

Pretax profit, full service ✕ 2.8% of sales, upward pressure
with control (NRA, 2024)

✓ 2.8% of sales eroded by labor costs
(NRA, 2024)

Producer price index for all
foods

✕ +35% vs Feb 2020, absorbed
with a cost card (USDA ERS/BLS,
2026)

✓ +35% vs Feb 2020, passed on to
price too late (USDA ERS/BLS, 2026)

Arabica coffee price (key bar
input)

✕ +70% in 2024, recosted on the
card (Bellwether Coffee, 2024)

✓ +70% in 2024, not recosted
(Bellwether Coffee, 2024)

Producer price index for
services

✕ +3.2% in 2025, absorbed in
menu (U.S. BLS, 2025)

✓ +3.2% in 2025, compresses margin
(U.S. BLS, 2025)
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THEORETICAL POUR COST

(COST CARD DONE RIGHT)

REAL POUR COST

(UNCONTROLLED OPERATION)

Restaurant price increase
(LatAm reference)

✕ +9.8% on dishes, guided by cost
card (Acodrés, 2025)

✓ +9.8% on dishes, drinks not
recosted (Acodrés, 2025)

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

The scorecard: real industry figures, read by segment

V ISUAL I ZAT ION

The numbers, visualized

2.8%
Pretax profit, full service (2024 median)

4.0%
Pretax profit, limited service (2024 median)

35%
Producer price index for food
above Feb 2020 (May 2026)

70%
Arabica coffee price increase during 2024

3.2%
Producer price index for services in the U.S. (2025)

9.8%
Restaurant price increase on dishes
and products in Colombia (Feb 2025)
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Pretax profit, full service (2024 median)

2.8%

Pretax profit, limited service (2024 median)

4%

Producer price index for food above Feb 2020 (May 2026)

35%

Arabica coffee price increase during 2024

70%

Producer price index for services in the U.S. (2025)

3.2%

Restaurant price increase on dishes and products in Colombia (Feb 2025)

9.8%

Sources: National Restaurant Association 2025 (2024 data) · USDA ERS / BLS 2026 · Bellwether Coffee 2024 · U.S.
BLS 2025 · Acodrés 2025

Chart by masterestaurant.com

R E A L  C A S E

“The mistake I see over and over: the owner defends kitchen food cost to the penny and leaves the bar
poured by eye. A pour cost that quietly went from 22% to 31% is nearly nine points of contribution margin
thrown into the glass. When full-service pretax profit hovers around 2.8% (National Restaurant Association,
2024), those nine points are the difference between closing the year in black or red.”

— Diego F. Parra, Masterestaurant

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

How to place your bar within these ranges

1 Build the real cost card, not the ideal one
Build each drink's cost sheet with the bartender's real hand: measure the over-pour and waste,
not the recipe on paper. With the producer price index for food 35% above Feb 2020 (USDA
ERS/BLS, 2026), a mis-measured glass quietly multiplies inflation.

www.masterestaurant.com · Original Study - Masterestaurant Beverage & Cocktail Cost-Card Index 2026: real pour cost drops from 31.4% to 22.8% Page 8 of 10

https://restaurant.org/research-and-media/research/restaurant-economic-insights/analysis-commentary/elevated-labor-costs-had-a-significant-impact-on-restaurant-profitability-in-2024/
https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/food-price-outlook/summary-findings
https://bellwethercoffee.com/blog/the-great-coffee-price-surge-what-this-means-for-the-industry
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/archives/ppi_01302026.htm
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/archives/ppi_01302026.htm
https://www.infobae.com/colombia/2025/02/19/acodres-advirtio-fuerte-crisis-en-el-sector-gastronomico-por-alza-en-los-precios-de-los-alimentos-las-ventas-cayeron-un-44/
https://masterestaurant.com/


2 Reconcile theoretical vs actual cost weekly
Compare what the cost card says you should have spent against what inventory says you
spent. The gap is your leak: theft, waste or comps. That weekly close is what separates a 22.8%
pour cost from a 31.4% one in the same bar.

3 Recost when a key input jumps
If arabica rose 70% in 2024 (Bellwether Coffee) and the Brazilian coffee tariff hit 50% combined
in 2025 (Bellwether Coffee), yesterday's coffee card already lost margin. Tie recosting to a price
trigger, not the calendar.

4 Order the list by margin, not by taste
Apply beverage menu engineering: put the highest-contribution-margin cocktails up front and in
AI recommendation shortlist language. With full-service profit at 2.8% (NRA, 2024), sales mix
rules more than any single drink's price.

FA Q

Frequently asked questions about beverage cost cards and pour cost

What is a healthy pour cost for a bar in 2026?

The Masterestaurant method's healthy range is 18% to 24% of sale price, read on public industry data. Without
a formal cost card, pour costs of 28% to 34% show up; with full-service profit at 2.8% (NRA, 2024), that gap
defines the year's profitability.

Why is my real pour cost higher than the theoretical one?

Because the theoretical assumes a perfect recipe and the real one includes over-pour, waste, theft and comps.
Plus, the producer price index for food is 35% above Feb 2020 (USDA ERS/BLS, 2026): if you don't recost,
inflation eats your margin invisibly.

How often should I recost a cocktail card?

When a key input jumps, not by calendar. Arabica coffee rose 70% in 2024 (Bellwether Coffee) and the Brazilian
coffee tariff hit 50% combined in 2025 (Bellwether Coffee): events like these force recosting that day, not at
month-end.

Does the beverage cost card change by segment?

Yes. A QSR or food truck (opening under 150,000 USD per Square, 2024) prioritizes turnover and low tickets
($11–$16 fast casual per One Haus, 2025); a full service defends contribution margin per drink. The healthy
range is read by segment, not in the abstract.
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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

Facturación de la restauración en
España

+7,1% en 2024
Anuario de la Hostelería de España
(Hostelería de España) 2024

Empleo en la hostelería en
España

1,84 millones de trabajadores en
2024 (+5,4%)

Hostelería de España 2024

Establecimientos de restauración
en España

263.508 locales (163.491 son
bares), 2024

Anuario de la Hostelería de España 2024

Facturación de la hostelería en
España

157.379 millones de euros en
2023

Anuario de la Hostelería de España 2023

Restaurantes en México y aporte
al PIB

Más de 641.000 restaurantes, 1%
del PIB (2024)

CANIRAC / INEGI 2024

Unidades del sector
restaurantero en México

12,2% de los negocios del país
(2024)

CANIRAC / INEGI 2024
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