Executive Briefs

13-Week Cash Flow: The Minimum
Dashboard for Owners Who Hate Surprises

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

QUICK VERDICT

Verdict: owners go bankrupt from illiquidity, not from lack of profit. The 13-week cash flow
dashboard is the one instrument that turns a management P&L into an early warning: it
projects inflows and outflows week by week, crosses prime cost against available cash,
and marks the exact week the balance hits zero. Against traditional control —closing the
month and discovering the gap when there's no room left— this dashboard gives you up
to 90 days of warning. It's not a corporate luxury: it's the minimum that separates the
owner who reacts from the one who already arrived too late.

* Executive Brief Strategic brief - CEOs, boards & investors - 13 minread - 2026-07-08

INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY OF MASTERESTAURANT® — EXCLUSIVE FOR SECTOR LEADERS

60% of restaurants that close were profitable on their last P&L. They didn't die from margin: they died from the
mismatch between when they pay payroll and when they collect the sale. Accrual accounting hides that trap;
cash flow exposes it.

A 13-week dashboard doesn't replace the accountant. It precedes them. The accountant tells you what
happened; the cash dashboard tells you what's coming with enough lead time to renegotiate with suppliers,
phase a CapEx or halt a purchase before the bank balance makes the call for you.

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON

Side-by-side comparison

TRADITIONAL CONTROL (MONTHLY MR 13-WEEK

CLOSE) DASHBOARD
Warning horizon X 0-5 days after close v' 90 days projected
Update frequency X Once/month v Weekly (rolling)
Prime cost visibility X  Only at close (34-38%) v Live, target <60%
llliquidity alert X When a check bounces v 5-8 weeks ahead
Cash forecast accuracy X +30% error v 6% (weeks 1-4)
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TRADITIONAL CONTROL (MONTHLY MR 13-WEEK

CLOSE) DASHBOARD
CapEx/OpEx decision X By gut feel v' Against real free cash
Weekly build time X N/A v 22 min with template

1. Why does a profitable restaurant go under?

The owner goes broke from illiquidity, not from a lack of profitability. 60% of restaurants that close
showed a positive margin on their last P&L:

a venue with a 12% operating margin can run out of cash by the third week of the month because of the mis-
match between collection and payment. Payroll is paid every 15 days, VAT falls due on a fixed date, rent doesn'
wait; but delivery settles at 21 days and corporate accounts at 30 or 45. Accrual accounting records the sale the
day it happens and hides that timing trap. Cash flow exposes it. I've seen it in dozens of restaurants: the P&L
says you earned $8,000 for the month, and the bank shows $1,200 on the Thursday you owe $14,000 in payroll.
It isn't a margin problem; it's a calendar problem. The 13-week board orders that calendar before the bank bal-
ance decides for you.

2. Accrual versus cash: two different truths

The PA&L tells you if you're earning; the 13-week board tells you if you can pay. They are two different questions
and 80% of owners only look at the first. Accrual recognizes income and expenses when they are generated, not
when the money moves: it records the catering sale on the event day even if you collect at 30 days, and it
spreads the annual policy into twelfths even though you paid it in full in January. That logic is right for measuring
profitability and terrible for measuring survival. The cash board flips the focus: it counts only the money that en-
ters and leaves the account that week, with its real date. A restaurant with 30% food cost and 28% labor —
a healthy 58% prime cost— can have 4 straight weeks of negative cash if it clustered three big payments into
the same stretch. The board measures exactly that: not whether the business is good, but whether it survives
next Tuesday.

3. The rolling 13-week horizon

Thirteen weeks is the horizon that combines precision and useful anticipation: a full quarter, enough to see a tax
payment or a slow season coming, and short enough for every line to stay credible. The board is rolling: each
Monday the finished week drops off and a new one is added at the end, so you always have 13 ahead. This
turns forecasting into a continuous muscle, not an annual budget filed away in February and forgotten. Each
week fills a column with three blocks: opening balance, cash inflows (sales collected by channel), outflows (pay-
roll, suppliers, rent, taxes, debt) and closing balance, which starts the next week. Diego F. Parra at
Masterestaurant sums it up like this: the annual exercise predicts poorly and late; the rolling 13-week board
misses little because it corrects every 7 days. The discipline of updating it on Mondays, 30 minutes, is worth
more than the sophistication of the model.

4. Prime cost granularity by week

Traditional control reports aggregated monthly food cost; the board breaks food cost and labor down week by
week and detects the leak in the exact line item and the exact week. A monthly food cost of 31% can hide a
week at 38% offset by another at 25%: the average lies, and by the time you close the month you've already lost
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three weeks of margin. Broken out by week, the deviation jumps the following Tuesday, when you can still rene-
gotiate with the protein supplier or adjust the weekend menu. The same with labor: a week with a private event
pushes overtime to 33% labor cost, and the board isolates it instead of diluting it. The hard Masterestaurant rule:
food cost per plate never above 32%, and prime cost under 60%. Measured by week, that ceiling stops being an
end-of-month aspiration and becomes an actionable alert within 7 days.

5. From data to decision: the board's architecture

The projected balance stops being a data point and becomes a decision architecture. When you see week 6
dropping to $900 in cash and week 7 demanding $11,000 in payroll plus VAT, you have five weeks to act, not
five days. That margin changes everything: you negotiate a 45-day term with a supplier instead of 30, you split
the $6,000 oven purchase into two tranches, you pull forward corporate invoicing, or you freeze a hire. The
board doesn't make the decision; it enables it in advance. Without it, the bank balance dictates by urgency: you
pay whoever shouts loudest and defer whoever suits you most. With it, every week in the red lights an alert
and every alert has three known levers: collect sooner, pay later, or cut the outflow. The mistake | see again
and again is owners brilliant in the kitchen who discover the cash problem on payment day, with no room
to maneuver.

6. How to build your first 13-week board

Start with today's real bank balance and thirteen weekly columns; in under an hour you have version 1. Load the
inflows by channel with their real collection term: cash and card the same day, delivery at 21 days, corporate at
30-45. Then the fixed outflows with their exact date: payroll on the 15th and 30th, rent on the 1st, VAT on its due
date, debt installments. After that the variables: suppliers per your purchasing cycle, typically 60-70% of sales in
prime cost. Each week's closing balance feeds the opening of the next. The first time you'll discover two or three
weeks in the red you didn't suspect; that finding alone pays for the exercise. Update it every Monday with what
was actually collected and paid, correct the projection and add week 14. At Masterestaurant we set it up on a
simple sheet: the discipline of 30 weekly minutes weighs more than any $200-a-month software.

7. The three errors that drain the cash without you noticing

The costliest error isn't overspending, it's failing to see the mismatch in time, and it shows up in three forms.
First, confusing sales with collection: you record $40,000 in sales for the month but $9,000 are still in the deliv-
ery gateway at 21 days, and you plan expenses against money that hasn't arrived. Second, ignoring payments
that don't appear in the weekly P&L: debt installments, VAT, bonuses, the annual policy; these are cash outflows
that aren't that month's expense and they throw off the projection if you don't load them. Third, buying inventory
against the sales peak instead of against available cash: you fill the cooler before the big weekend and come up
short for Monday's payroll. The 13-week board neutralizes all three because it forces every dollar to carry its real
movement date. Diego F. Parra repeats it in every diagnostic: cash doesn't lie, the P&L sometimes does.

8. The 4 differences that change the survival equation

Accrual vs. cash: the P&L tells you if you earn; the 13-week dashboard tells you if you can pay. A restaurant can
post a 12% operating margin and still run out of cash in the third week of the month due to the mismatch be-
tween collection and payment. The dashboard measures the latter. Rolling horizon: each week the oldest one
drops off and a new one is added. You always have 13 weeks ahead. This turns projection into a continuous
muscle, not an annual exercise that gets filed and forgotten. Prime cost granularity: traditional control reports ag-
gregated monthly food cost; the dashboard breaks food cost and labor down by week, catching capital leakage

www.masterestaurant.com - Executive Brief - 13-Week Cash Flow: The Minimum Dashboard for Owners Who Hate Surprises Page 3 of 10



in the exact line item and the exact week it spikes. Decision architecture: the projected balance stops being a
data point and becomes a traffic light. Green buys CapEXx; yellow phases payments; red triggers the contain-
ment protocol. The decision gets standardized and stops depending on the owner's mood.

POINT BY POINT

Monthly close vs. 13-week dashboard, criterion by criterion

ANTICIPATION OF A LIQUIDITY CRISIS

A - TRADITIONAL CONTROL (MONTHLY B - MASTERESTAURANT The 13-week
CLOSE)

dashboard marks the exact zero-crossing

The monthly close detects the gap once it week with 5-8 weeks of lead time.
happened, with 0-5 days of margin to

react.

Verdict: The dashboard wins: anticipation is the difference between negotiating and going
bankrupt.

PRIME COST VISIBILITY

A - TRADITIONAL CONTROL (MONTHLY B - MASTERESTAURANT Live prime cost,
CLOSE)

broken down week by week, catching

Food cost and labor show up aggregated capital leakage at its source.

monthly, with no weekly or line-item
breakdown.

Verdict: The dashboard wins: the leak gets fixed where and when it starts, not a month later.
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QUALITY OF THE CAPEX DECISION

A - TRADITIONAL CONTROL (MONTHLY B - MASTERESTAURANT CapEx is
CLOSE)

validated against projected 13-week free

The owner decides investments by gut feel cash, with traffic-light thresholds.

and the day's bank balance.

Verdict: The dashboard wins: it turns an emotional bet into decision architecture.

MAINTENANCE EFFORT

A - TRADITIONAL CONTROL (MONTHLY B - MASTERESTAURANT 22 minutes every
CLOSE)

Monday with a standardized template and

Not applicable: the accountant does the integrated POS.

monthly close, but it arrives late.

Verdict: The dashboard wins: the cost of keeping it is trivial versus the cost of not having it.

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON

Traditional monthly close REACTIVE

X You look at the past: the month has closed and the gap already exists.

X Food cost shows up aggregated, with no weekly or line-item breakdown.

X Payroll and rent hit cash on fixed dates no one projected.

X The illiquidity warning arrives when a payment bounces or a supplier cuts credit.

X CapEx is decided by intuition, not against available free cash.
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MR 13-week dashboard MASTERESTAURANT

v" You project 90 days: you see the zero-crossing before it happens.

v" Live prime cost (food + labor), crossed week by week against revenue.

v" Scheduled outflows: payroll, rent, suppliers and taxes, each in its own week.

v Automatic alert 5-8 weeks before the critical liquidity point.

v" Every CapEx/OpEx decision is validated against projected real free cash.

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON

Side-by-side comparison

TRADITIONAL CONTROL (MONTHLY

CLOSE)
Warning horizon X 0-5 days after close
Update frequency X  Once/month
Prime cost visibility X Only at close (34-38%)
llliquidity alert X When a check bounces
Cash forecast accuracy X +30% error
CapEx/OpEx decision X By gut feel
Weekly build time X N/A

THE NUMBERS THAT MATTER

The numbers behind the 13-week dashboard

60 %

of restaurants that close were profitable on their
last P&L: they die from illiquidity, not margin

82 %

of small businesses that fail do so from

cash flow problems, not lack of profitability

MR 13-WEEK
DASHBOARD

4

90 days projected
Weekly (rolling)

Live, target <60%

5-8 weeks ahead
6% (weeks 1-4)
Against real free cash

22 min with template
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Bﬂ %

recommended prime cost ceiling (food + labor)
over sales for a healthy full-service operation

DAYS

average lead time a rolling 13-week
dashboard gives versus the monthly close

22 min

weekly update with a standardized
template versus 3+ hours of manual build

B %

cash forecast error in the first 4
weeks with integrated POS data

VISUALIZATION

The numbers, visualized

of restaurants that close were profitable on their last P&L: they die from illiquidity, not margin

G

of small businesses that fail do so from cash flow problems, not lack of profitability

G

recommended prime cost ceiling (food + labor) over sales for a healthy full-service operation

G

average lead time a rolling 13-week dashboard gives versus the monthly close

G
DAYS
weekly update with a standardized template versus 3+ hours of manual build

G 22min

cash forecast error in the first 4 weeks with integrated POS data

a
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Sources: U.S. Bank / SCORE 2026 - SCORE Association 2026 - National Restaurant Association 2026 -
Masterestaurant internal data

Chart by masterestaurant.com

REAL CASE

“We closed the month with a 9% margin and still couldn't make payroll by the 20th. The 13-week dashboard
showed me the problem wasn't food cost —it sat at 30%— but that | collected delivery at 21 days and paid
suppliers at 8. | moved supplier credit to 30 days and the mismatch vanished. In two months | recovered
$34,000 of trapped cash without adding a single sale.”

— Owner of a 3-unit full-service group — MR audit 2026
HOW TO APPLY IT IN YOUR RESTAURANT

How to build your 13-week dashboard in one afternoon

@ 1. Set the opening balance and the 13 columns
Start from today's real bank balance (not the accounting one). Create 13 weekly columns. In
each, log inflows (collected sales by channel, not invoiced) and outflows (payroll, rent, suppliers,
taxes, CapEx). The hard rule: count money only when it truly enters or leaves, on its real
movement date.

@ 2. Break prime cost down week by week
Split food cost and labor into their own lines. Keep food cost £32% per dish as a ceiling and
labor per your format, targeting total prime cost <60% of sales. Seeing the leak in the exact
week —not in the monthly aggregate— is what lets you correct it before it erodes contribution
margin.

@ 3. Schedule fixed outflows on their real date
Payroll, rent, utilities and taxes are NOT prorated: they land in the week they're paid. This is
where the mismatch the P&L hides appears. Cross those outflows against the weekly break-
even: if a week projects below zero, you have 5-8 weeks to act instead of hours.

@ 4. Turn the projected balance into a traffic light and review it every Monday
Define thresholds: green (>4 weeks of reserve) enables CapEx; yellow (2-4) phases payments;
red (<2) triggers containment. Every Monday the old week drops, a new one enters and you
update real figures. With a standardized template it's 22 minutes that replace month-end

anxiety.

FAQ
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Frequently asked questions about the 13-week dashboard

Why 13 weeks and not a month or a year?

Thirteen weeks equals a quarter: a horizon long enough to see the impact of purchasing, payroll and CapEx
decisions, yet short enough to project cash at +6% error. A year dilutes precision; a month fails to anticipate the
collection-payment mismatch.

Does it replace the P&L and the accountant?

No. The management P&L measures profitability; the dashboard measures liquidity. They are different axes. The
accountant reports the past; the dashboard anticipates the future. A profitable restaurant can go bankrupt from
illiquidity, so you need both running in parallel.

How accurate is the cash projection really?

With integrated POS data, the error is 6% in the first 4 weeks and rises to £15% by week 13. That's more than
enough to make CapEx decisions, phase suppliers or halt a purchase before the bank does it for you.

How much time does it take to maintain each week?

With a standardized template and integrated POS, about 22 minutes every Monday: the old week drops, the
new one enters and you update real figures. Without a template, the manual build tops 3 hours and the owner
abandons it. Weekly discipline is what sustains the instrument.

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 — SOI 2026
Food cost 6ptimo del . . . L

¢ 28-35% (promedio full-service 32.4%) National Restaurant Association
sector
Margen neto tipico 3-9% (full-service 3-5%) Statista
Flujo de caja en la mala gestion de caja se asocia a ~82% de los )

. - . Inc. (estudio U.S. Bank)

pymes cierres de pequeios negocios
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Metric Benchmark 2026 Source

Costos y demanda alzas de costos persistentes con demanda resiliente i
Bloomberg Linea
2026 en restaurantes

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