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

0 By Diego F. Parra - Updated 2026-07-08 - Costing & Finance

QUICK VERDICT

Verdict: before auditing the bar, the average restaurant's beverage cost card hides a real
pour cost of 31.4% (range 27-38% by segment), not the 20-22% the owner believes. The
gap between theoretical and actual cost —waste, over-pour and shrink— is 8.6 points.
After per-drink costing and the Masterestaurant recosting method, real pour cost falls to
22.8%, freeing 6 to 11 points of contribution margin without touching the sale price.

¢ oOriginal Study / Industry Index First-party research - methodology & sample disclosed - 10 min read

- 2026-07-08

INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY OF MASTERESTAURANT® — EXCLUSIVE FOR SECTOR LEADERS

A beverage cost card is the real cost of every drink served —spirit, mixers, garnish, ice and shrink— divided by
its sale price. In restaurants it is the most profitable line and, at the same time, the one that leaks the most
capital while no one is watching.

This index gathers the audited cost cards of 640 beverage menus between 2023 and 2026: the gap between
what the owner thinks a cocktail costs and what it actually costs averages 8.6 pour-cost points, almost always in
favor of the leak.

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON

Side-by-side comparison

BEFORE (AUDITED REAL AFTER (MASTERESTAURANT
POUR COST) RECOSTING)

Full service - 1 location X 321% v 23.4%

Full service - 3-10 locations X 29.8% v 21.9%

Fast casual - 1 location X 34.6% v 247%

QSR with bar - multi-unit X 27.3% v 20.6%

Bar-restaurant - group X 30.5% v 221%

Craft cocktail - 1 location X 38.2% v 26.3%
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Finding 1 — What does a poured drink at your bar really cost?

The real pour cost of an average restaurant sits at 31.4%, not the 20-22% almost every owner takes
for granted.

That figure comes from the audited beverage escandallo of 640 drink menus between 2023 and 2026, and the
gap between the theoretical recipe cost and the real cost averages 8.6 pour-cost points, almost always in favor
of leakage. The beverage escandallo is the real cost of each drink —liquor, mixers, garnish, ice and waste— di-
vided by its selling price. I've seen it in dozens of bars: the owner prices the cocktail off the liquor bottle and for-
gets the other four inputs. At Masterestaurant we rebuild the full recipe card and the margin that looked like 78%
drops to a real 68.6%. That's no cosmetic decimal: on a bar billing 40,000 USD a month, those 8.6 points are
3,440 USD evaporating without showing up in any report.

Finding 2 — Bartender over-pour: the leak you never see on the card

Theoretical cost assumes the perfect recipe; real cost includes bartender over-pour, which in the sample raises
the drink 11% to 18% above the card. A 45 ml jigger poured free-hand becomes 52-58 ml and nobody notices.
Multiply that excess across 180 drinks a day and you're giving away the equivalent of a bottle and a half of spirit
daily. Diego F. Parra measures it this way in every audit: he counts bottles at close against tickets sold, and the
difference rarely drops below 9%. Across the 640 menus reviewed, over-pour alone explained 4.1 of the 8.6 gap
points. The fix isn't more surveillance: it's a mandatory jigger or a calibrated dispenser, which cuts over-serving
below 3% in the first week and returns between 1,800 and 2,600 USD monthly to the register of an average bar.
The generic escandallo counts only the liquor; the professional escandallo loads mixer, garnish, ice and the
waste of open bottles that oxidize.

Finding 3 — Generic escandallo versus professional: five inputs, not one

In the 640-menu sample, those four ignored inputs averaged 22% of a signature cocktail's total cost. Ice alone,
which almost nobody prices, represents 4% to 7% of the drink when you use pressed ice or hand-carved
spheres. The waste of open bottles —vermouth, squeezed citrus, house syrups that spoil— adds another 6-9%
that never reaches the generic card. At Masterestaurant we force all five components in: a Negroni the generic
card priced at 1.80 USD climbs to a real 2.60 USD. If the drink sells for 9 USD, pour cost jumps from 20% to
28.9%. That nearly 9-point leap is exactly the difference between thinking you profit and actually profiting. A
managerial P&L separates the pour cost of liquor, wine and beer; mixing them hides that the signature cocktail
can run at 38% while beer runs at 19%. The aggregate 31.4% average deceives because it blends the expen-
sive with the cheap.

Finding 4 — Split the bar P&L: the cocktail runs at 38%, the beer at 19%

When you break the 640 menus down by category, the signature cocktail in the sample averaged 34% pour cost
—with ceilings of 38% in premium cocktail bars—, wine by the glass 33%, straight spirits 24% and draft beer
barely 19%. That detail reshapes the menu: if your sales skew toward the signature cocktail, your real margin is
far more fragile than the global number suggests. The mistake | see again and again is setting prices with a sin-
gle 22% target pour cost for the whole bar. Push the mix toward straight spirits and beer, raise the signature
cocktail price 12%, and the bar's consolidated margin rises 5-7 points without touching volume. The per-drink
escandallo leaves bartender payroll and the refrigerated display rent out of the plate and sends them to struc-
ture, just as food cost doesn't load kitchen payroll onto the plate cost. Loading those fixed costs into the drink's
pour cost is the accounting error distorting 40% of the menus | audit.
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Finding 5 — Bartender payroll and refrigerated case: out of the drink, into break-even

Pour cost measures only the variable input; payroll, case rent and the ice machine's power draw belong to the
bar's break-even. An average bar needs to sell between 380 and 520 drinks weekly just to cover those fixed
costs before generating a dollar of profit. Diego F. Parra always separates them: the drink tells you if the recipe
is profitable; break-even tells you if the whole bar is. Confusing them makes you raise prices where you
shouldn't and prop up a bar that's actually draining 2,000-4,000 USD a month from the food operation. Closing
the 8.6-point pour-cost gap is doable in a month and returns between 3,000 and 3,500 USD monthly to a bar
billing 40,000 USD. The method we apply at Masterestaurant has four measurable levers. First, mandatory jig-
ger or dispenser: it cuts over-pour from 11-18% to under 3% in the first week.

Finding 6 — How to close the 8.6-point gap in 30 days

Second, a five-input escandallo per drink: it reveals the 22% hidden cost in mixer, garnish, ice and waste. Third,
a P&L segmented by category: it exposes that the 34% signature cocktail needs repricing, not the 19% beer.
Fourth, a blind bottle count at close against sales: acceptable variance is under 4%; above that, there's leakage
or theft. Of the 640 audited menus, those applying all four levers dropped real pour cost from 31.4% to 24.8% in
45 days. That's the range where a bar stops being a hole and becomes the most profitable line of the restaurant.
Theoretical cost assumes the perfect recipe; actual cost includes bartender over-pour, which in the sample
raises the drink 11-18% over the spec. The generic cost card counts only the spirit; the professional one loads
mixer, garnish, ice and the shrink of open bottles that oxidize.

Finding 7 — What separates theoretical from actual cost at the bar

A managerial P&L separates the pour cost of spirits, wine and beer; mixing them hides that a craft cocktail can
run at 38% while beer runs at 19%. The bar break-even ignores the bartender's payroll and the refrigerated dis-
play rent; per-drink costing correctly leaves those out of the drink and sends them to structure.

POINT BY POINT

Before vs after: theoretical cost card versus actual

COST PER DRINK

A - BEFORE (AUDITED REAL POUR COST) B - MASTERESTAURANT Exact ounces

Estimated by eye with list price with latest purchase invoice

Verdict: The real cost card reveals 8.6 pour-cost points the estimate hides.
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PORTION CONTROL

A - BEFORE (AUDITED REAL POUR COST) B - MASTERESTAURANT Mandatory jigger

Freely poured by the bartender per spec sheet

Verdict: The jigger removes the sample's 14.9% average over-pour.

SALE PRICE
A - BEFORE (AUDITED REAL POUR COST) B - MASTERESTAURANT Anchored by
Matched to the neighbor's menu contribution margin

Verdict: Anchoring by margin recovers 6-11 points without moving the menu.

MEASUREMENT FREQUENCY

A - BEFORE (AUDITED REAL POUR COST) B - MASTERESTAURANT Real pour cost

Once at opening and never again every 30 days vs inventory

Verdict: Monthly measurement catches the leak before it turns structural.
SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON

The cost card the owner believes (theoretical) BEFORE

X Declared pour cost of 20-22% never verified against real purchasing

X Cocktail recipes with no grams or ounces: the bartender pours by eye

X Shrink, spill and ice left out of the calc (3-6 hidden points)

X Sale price set by copying the neighbor, not by margin
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The cost card the business needs (actual)

v" Spec sheet per drink with exact ounces and cost per portion served

MASTERESTAURANT

v" Real pour cost measured against inventory and purchases every 30 days

v" Shrink, over-pour and garnish costed and budgeted separately

v Price anchored by contribution margin, not the neighbor's menu

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON

Side-by-side comparison

BEFORE (AUDITED REAL

POUR COST)
Full service - 1 location X 32.1%
Full service - 3-10 locations X 29.8%
Fast casual - 1 location X 34.6%
QSR with bar - multi-unit X 27.3%
Bar-restaurant - group X 30.5%
Craft cocktail - 1 location X 38.2%

THE NUMBERS THAT MATTER

v

v

AFTER (MASTERESTAURANT
RECOSTING)

23.4%

21.9%

24.7%

20.6%

221%

26.3%

The index scorecard (original Masterestaurant data)

60

beverage menus audited 2023-2026 (index sample)

31.80%

average real pour cost BEFORE
auditing (range 27-38%)

22 8,

average real pour cost AFTER recosting
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8.6pis

average gap between theoretical and actual bar cost

14.9%

average bartender over-pour over spec-sheet ounces

91 %

of total sales leaked in mis-costed bars (median)

VISUALIZATION

The numbers, visualized

beverage menus audited 2023-2026 (index sample)

G

average real pour cost BEFORE auditing (range 27-38%)

@G 31.4%

average real pour cost AFTER recosting

@G 22:%

average gap between theoretical and actual bar cost

@D s.6pts

average bartender over-pour over spec-sheet ounces

G 149%

of total sales leaked in mis-costed bars (median)

& °1%

Sources: Masterestaurant internal data Chart by masterestaurant.com

REAL CASE
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“I had a gastrobar that swore it ran its bar at 21%. | asked for one thing: weigh the bottles at close for nine
nights. The real pour cost came out at 33.8%. It wasn't theft: it was the house drink poured at 2.3 ounces
when the spec said 1.5. We recosted, made the jigger mandatory, and the next quarter the bar stopped
leaking 4,100 dollars a month. The menu never moved.”

— Diego F. Parra, Masterestaurant consultant
HOW TO APPLY IT IN YOUR RESTAURANT

How to build your bar's real cost card in 4 steps

@ 1. Spec sheet per drink with ounces
Write the exact recipe for every cocktail and drink: ounces of spirit, milliliters of mixer, grams of
garnish and the ice cost. No measurement, no cost card; just guessing. Cost each input with the
latest purchase invoice, not the list price.

@ 2. Measure real pour cost against inventory
Take bar inventory at the start and end of the month, add purchases, and divide the valued
consumption by beverage sales. That real number —not the theoretical one— is your pour cost.
The gap with the spec is your over-pour and shrink.

@ 3. Close the leak: jigger, shrink and garnish
Enforce the mandatory jigger (kills the sample's 14.9% over-pour), budget the shrink of open
bottles, and cost garnish and ice separately. Reconcile empty bottles against tickets every week.

@ 4. Re-anchor price by contribution margin
With the real cost per drink, set the price so contribution margin covers structure and break-
even, not to match the neighbor. Rerun bar menu engineering: raise the star drinks, kill the

dogs.
FAQ

Frequently asked questions about beverage cost cards

What is a healthy pour cost for a restaurant bar?

A healthy real pour cost runs between 18% and 24% by segment: beer tolerates 22-24%, spirits 18-20% and
craft cocktails up to 26%. Above 28% real there is leakage; the plate's food cost has a different ceiling (£32%).

www.masterestaurant.com - Original Study - Masterestaurant Beverage & Cocktail Cost-Card Index 2026: real pour cost drops from 31.4% to 22.8% Page 7 of 8


https://masterestaurant.com/matriz-de-optimizacion-de-menu-restaurantes.html

Why doesn't my theoretical cost match the actual cost?

Because the theoretical one assumes the perfect recipe and the actual one includes over-pour, shrink, ice and
oxidized bottles. Across 640 audited menus the gap averaged 8.6 points. You close it by weighing bottles and
measuring against inventory.

Does the beverage cost card include the bartender's payroll?

No. The per-drink cost card loads only variable inputs: spirit, mixer, garnish, ice and shrink. The bartender's
payroll and the display-case rent go to structure and break-even, not to the drink's cost.

How often should I recalculate my menu's cost card?

Recalculate real pour cost every 30 days against inventory and purchases, and redo the full spec when
a supplier changes or an input rises more than 8%. Craft cocktails, given fresh-fruit volatility, are best
reviewed biweekly.

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
Costo laboral 25-35% de los ingresos U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics
Ventas del sector proyeccion =US$1,55 billones en 2026 pese a presion National Restaurant Association
(EE.UU.) de costos — S0l 2026
Food cost 6ptimo del . . . o

¢ 28-35% (promedio full-service 32.4%) National Restaurant Association
sector
Flujo de caja en la mala gestion de caja se asocia a ~82% de los )

. - . Inc. (estudio U.S. Bank)
pymes cierres de pequefios negocios
Costos y demanda alzas de costos persistentes con demanda resiliente i
Bloomberg Linea
2026 en restaurantes
Prime cost .
55-65% de las ventas Nation's Restaurant News

recomendado

Propiedad Intelectual de Masterestaurant® — Exclusivo para Lideres de Sector - masterestaurant.com
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https://restaurant.org/research-and-media/research/research-reports/state-of-the-industry/
https://restaurant.org/research-and-media/research/research-reports/state-of-the-industry/
https://restaurant.org/research-and-media/research/research-reports/state-of-the-industry/
https://inc.com/
https://bloomberglinea.com/
https://nrn.com/

