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Método probado en +8.400 restaurantes - 43 paises masterestaurant.com

QUICK VERDICT

Your menu is the only sales channel with 100% margin over commission, full mix control
and zero recurring acquisition cost: running it as owned media —not as a price list— is the
cheapest EBITDA lever an owner has in 2026. While aggregators drain 15-30% commission
per order, the menu you design governs which dish gets ordered, at what average check,
and with what contribution margin. Only 10% of restaurants do high-quality menu
engineering (Oracle NetSuite), and that's the arbitrage: redesign the menu's decision
architecture, don't cut prices.
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INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY OF MASTERESTAURANT® — EXCLUSIVE FOR SECTOR LEADERS

An owner looks at a menu and sees a list of dishes. A consultant sees a media channel that works 14 hours a
day, prints 100% of its check, and charges no commission. The gap between those two readings is worth full
points of EBITDA.
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In 2026, with full-service menu inflation averaging +0.2% monthly (National Restaurant Association / Restaurant
Business 2026), raising prices blindly no longer pays. The real lever is decision architecture: what gets
highlighted, how it's named, where it's placed, and what contribution margin each dish leaves.

This brief treats the menu as what it is: the owned marketing asset with the best unit economics in the entire
business. It isn't graphic design. It's profitability engineering.

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON

Side-by-side comparison

MENU AS A PRICE LIST MENU AS OWNED MEDIA
(MASTERESTAURANT METHOD)

Commission per sale X 0% owned, but mix adrift v 0% + active sales-mix governance

Target per-dish food cost X No control: dishes up to v £32% max, 28-30% weighted target
40%+

Menu engineering applied X No (like 60% of the v Yes: star/plowhorse/puzzle/dog matrix

sector, Oracle NetSuite)

Descriptive-name effect X  Generic names, no uplift v +12% willingness to pay (Cornell, Wansink)
First dish listed per category X Random / by seniority v Chosen: 33% order probability (NeatMenu)
Premium flavors captured X  Static menu, no angle v 74% of operators charge more for global

flavor (Datassential)

Acquisition cost X Recurring via aggregator v Zero recurring: the guest is already at the
(15-30%) table

1. Why is the menu the channel with the best unit economics in the business?

The menu is the only sales channel that captures 100% of contribution margin, with none of the 15% to
30% commission that aggregators drain from every order.

The guest is already seated: zero recurring acquisition cost. |, Diego F. Parra, see it again and again: an owner
looks at the menu and sees a price list; we at Masterestaurant see an owned medium that works 14 hours a day
and prints every ticket. That difference is worth whole points of EBITDA. With industry food cost running be-
tween 28% and 35% of price (National Restaurant Association, Restaurant Operations Report 2025), every point
the menu shifts toward high-margin dishes drops straight to the bottom line. This is not graphic design. It
is profitability engineering, and it is the cheapest lever an owner has in 2026. Only 10% of restaurants do
high-quality menu engineering; 60% do none at all, according to Oracle NetSuite (Menu Engineering for
Restaurant Profitability).

2. How much EBITDA does an owner leave on the table without menu engineering?

That means six of every ten menus sell whatever the guest asks for, not what the owner needs to sell.
The menu controls the mix, and that is where EBITDA lives:
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you decide what gets featured, not the customer. The lever is not raising prices blindly, especially when full-ser-
vice menu inflation averages just +0.2% monthly in 2026 (National Restaurant Association / Restaurant
Business 2026). The lever is decision architecture. Across dozens of operations | have watched owners recover
two or three margin points without touching a single price, simply by reordering the menu with a contribution-
margin lens. The cost of that improvement is zero; the return is structural. Yes: the first main dish listed in its cat-
egory has a 33% chance of being ordered, regardless of its price, according to NeatMenu (Menu Psychology
2026). That fact rewrites how you govern a menu. If the dish leading each category is also the one with the high-
est contribution margin, you are steering a third of demand toward your most profitable plate without spending a
dollar on marketing.

3. Does a dish's position on the menu really move sales?

The guest is already seated: there is no acquisition cost, only a purchase decision to govern. Compared
with an aggregator that takes 15% to 30% per order, menu position is pure margin.

This is the work 90% of kitchens ignore (Oracle NetSuite): treating listing order as a profitability variable, not an
aesthetic accident. Placement is not decoration; it is demand allocation. A descriptive name makes guests pay
12% more on average for the same dish, according to Cornell University's Food & Brand Lab (Wansink). That
12% costs zero additional ingredients: it is margin created with words. The menu as an owned medium names
to sell, not to inventory. And the effect compounds with the trends that already justify higher prices: 74% of oper-
ators say global flavors let them charge a premium (Datassential / Technomic 2024-2025). Naming a global-fla-
vor dish well captures both premiums at once. At Masterestaurant we treat every menu line as conversion copy:
verb, origin, texture, technique.

4. Why is a dish's name a cash decision, not a creative one?

The owner who writes 'grilled chicken' leaves money on the table; the one who writes with craft collects
it. Zero ingredient cost, a whole point of average ticket.

The menu captures 100% of contribution margin versus the 15% to 30% aggregators charge per order, and that
gap is the cheapest EBITDA lever in the business in 2026. The aggregator delivers demand but takes the mar-
gin and the customer's data; the menu converts a guest already present with no commission and full control of
the mix. With industry food cost between 28% and 35% (National Restaurant Association 2025), a USD 30 ag-
gregator order can leave 8 to 10 fewer margin points than the same order in the dining room. This is not about
abandoning delivery, but about recognizing where the superior unit economics sit. The menu prints tickets at
zero acquisition cost. The mistake | see again and again is pouring money into commission channels while the
asset with the best economics —the menu— is left ungoverned.

5. How do you use 2026 trends to raise margin without raising prices?

Featuring growth categories on the menu raises margin without the across-the-board price hikes that
93% of QSRs applied in 2024 (Oysterlink). The projections give the map:

spicy food will reach 96.3% of menus by 2029, mocktails will grow an additional 97% in foodservice through
2028 (Circana 2025), and more than 40% of menus will highlight protein by 2029 (Datassential 2025). A well-
named mocktail or spicy dish leaves far more contribution margin than a bottled soda or a standard cut. The
menu, as an owned medium, places and names these categories where the eyes land —atop each block— to
capture high-margin demand. |, Diego F. Parra, insist: menu inflation is running at +0.2% monthly (Restaurant
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Business 2026); competing on price is losing. Competing on mix and on naming is cheap EBITDA won. The
owner should rank every dish by contribution margin and move the three most profitable to the top line of their
category, where the order probability is 33% (NeatMenu 2026).

6. What should the owner do this week with the menu?

That single move, with no ingredient cost and no acquisition cost, redirects demand toward what pays
most. Second: rewrite high-margin dishes with descriptive names to capture the 12% premium Cornell
documented (Wansink).

Third: pull or redesign the low-margin, low-popularity dishes that only clutter the decision. Remember that 90%
of kitchens do not do this work (Oracle NetSuite), so executing it is an immediate competitive edge. The menu is
the only channel with 100% margin over commission and zero recurring acquisition cost. Govern it as an owned
medium, not as a price list, and it will work for your cash the 14 hours you are open. The menu charges no com-
mission: the contribution margin it captures is 100% yours, versus the 15-30% aggregators drain per order. The
menu controls the sales mix: it doesn't sell 'whatever they order,' it sells what you decide to highlight, and that's
where EBITDA lives. The menu has zero recurring acquisition cost: the guest is already seated; you only need
to govern their purchase decision.

POINT BY POINT

Price list vs. owned media: the decision analysis

MARGIN CONTROL

A - MENU AS A PRICE LIST List price sets B - MASTERESTAURANT Menu
a ceiling, but the mix decides real margin engineering governs the mix: contribution
and drifts unmanaged margin is designed, not awaited

Verdict: The menu as media wins: margin is an architecture decision, not luck

ACQUISITION COST

A - MENU AS A PRICE LIST Zero owned, B - MASTERESTAURANT Zero recurring:
but traffic arrives via channels with 15-30% the guest is already seated; you only
commission govern their decision

Verdict: No paid channel beats the unit economics of steering the menu the guest already holds
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PRICE SENSITIVITY

A - MENU AS A PRICE LIST Raising list B - MASTERESTAURANT Names, anchors
prices collides head-on with demand and placement lift the check without
elasticity touching list-price elasticity

Verdict: Engineering > inflation: you capture willingness to pay without punishing traffic

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON

The menu as a price list sTATUS QUO (90% OF THE SECTOR)

X Prices set by intuition or 'what the place next door charges'

X Sales mix adrift: you sell what the guest picks, not what leaves the most margin
X Dog dishes (low margin, low turnover) occupying the menu's best real estate

X Generic names that capture no willingness to pay

X No portion costing or audited standard recipe

The menu as owned media MASTERESTAURANT

v Every dish classified by contribution margin and turnover (menu engineering)

v" Decision architecture: placement, price anchor and description designed to steer the order
v" Average check lifted by engineering, not by raising list prices

v Descriptive names that capture +12% willingness to pay

v Standard recipe + portion costing as the source of truth for food cost

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON
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Side-by-side comparison

MENU AS A PRICE LIST MENU AS OWNED MEDIA
(MASTERESTAURANT METHOD)

Commission per sale X 0% owned, but mix adrift v 0% + active sales-mix governance

Target per-dish food cost X No control: dishes up to v £32% max, 28-30% weighted target
40%+

Menu engineering applied X No (like 60% of the v Yes: star/plowhorse/puzzle/dog matrix

sector, Oracle NetSuite)

Descriptive-name effect X  Generic names, no uplift v +12% willingness to pay (Cornell, Wansink)
First dish listed per category X Random / by seniority v" Chosen: 33% order probability (NeatMenu)
Premium flavors captured X Static menu, no angle v 74% of operators charge more for global

flavor (Datassential)

Acquisition cost X Recurring via aggregator v Zero recurring: the guest is already at the
(15-30%) table

THE NUMBERS THAT MATTER

Indicators that move menu margin (2026)

10 %

of restaurants do high-quality
menu engineering (60% don't)

12 %

higher willingness to pay for a
dish with a descriptive name

33 %

probability that the first dish listed in its
category is ordered (regardless of price)

74 %

of operators say global flavors let them charge more

28

-35%

sector benchmark food-cost range as a share of price
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% [MO

average full-service menu inflation (2026 to date)

VISUALIZATION

The numbers, visualized

of restaurants do high-quality menu engineering (60% don't)

higher willingness to pay for a dish with a descriptive name

probability that the first dish listed in its category is ordered (regardless of price)

of operators say global flavors let them charge more

sector benchmark food-cost range as a share of price

-35%

average full-service menu inflation (2026 to date)

%I/MO

Sources: Oracle NetSuite 2025 - Cornell University Food & Brand Lab (Wansink) - NeatMenu — Menu Psychology
2026 - Datassential / Technomic 2024-2025 - National Restaurant Association — Restaurant Operations Report 2025

Chart by masterestaurant.com

REAL CASE

“The mistake | see over and over: the highest-margin dish hidden mid-page, in small type, with a boring
name. We moved three star dishes to the first line of their category, gave them descriptive names, and
anchored the price with a premium dish above. Eight weeks later the average check rose without touching
a single price, and weighted food cost dropped from 34% to 30%. We didn't sell more expensively: we
sold better.”

— Diego F. Parra, Masterestaurant — restaurant consultant (43 countries, 20 years)

HOW TO APPLY IT IN YOUR RESTAURANT
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Roadmap: turn the menu into an owned channel in 3 phases

@ Phase 1 — Mix and margin audit (weeks 1-2)
Deliverable: a menu-engineering matrix with each dish classified as star, plowhorse, puzzle or
dog, crossing contribution margin (not just food cost) against real POS turnover. Success
metric: 100% of the menu costed with a standard recipe and per-portion food cost <32% on
every active dish. This is where you find which dishes hurt profitability while occupying the best
space.

@ Phase 2 — Redesign the decision architecture (weeks 3-6)
Deliverable: a reordered menu with star dishes on the first line of each category (33% order
probability, NeatMenu), descriptive names that capture +12% willingness to pay (Cornell), and
price anchors that reframe the check. Success metric: lift the average check 6-10% through
engineering, without raising the list price of high-turnover dishes.

@ Phase 3 — Continuous governance of the menu as media (month 3 onward)
Deliverable: a quarterly mix-review cycle with an Al recommendation shortlist that flags dog
dishes and premium-flavor opportunities (74% of operators charge more for global flavor,
Datassential). Success metric: weighted food cost held at 28-30% and contribution margin per
guest rising quarter over quarter.

FAQ

Frequent decision questions

What does it cost NOT to redesign the menu as an owned channel?

The cost is twofold: the margin lost to a drifting mix (only 10% of the sector does high-quality menu engineering,
Oracle NetSuite) and the average check left on the table. With sector food cost at 28-35% (NRA 2025), every
point of poorly governed mix erodes EBITDA every single day.

Does redesigning the menu mean raising prices?

No. The lever is decision architecture, not list price. A descriptive name captures +12% willingness to pay
(Cornell), and the first dish in each category is ordered 33% of the time (NeatMenu). You lift the check by
steering the choice toward high-margin dishes, not by making the menu more expensive.

What is menu engineering and why does it matter to EBITDA?

It's classifying each dish by crossing contribution margin against turnover to decide what to highlight, redesign or
retire. It matters because 60% of restaurants don't do it (Oracle NetSuite): that's where a margin arbitrage lives
that needs no extra traffic or spend, only better decision architecture.
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How does this translate into ROI for the owner?

The menu is the channel with the best unit economics: zero commission versus 15-30% for aggregators and
zero recurring acquisition cost. Lifting the check 6-10% through engineering and cutting weighted food cost to
28-30% (sector range 28-35%, NRA 2025) falls almost entirely to contribution margin and EBITDA.

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

Precio del pescado fresco (EE. UU.) USD 9,18 por libra en 2024

Precio por libra de proteinas al Pollo USD 2,99, cerdo USD 3,11, res
consumidor (EE. UU.) USD 6,51 (2024)

Consumo de pescado per capita (EE.
=15,7 libras en 2025

uu.)
Pescado consumido en casa vs en 59% en casa vs 41% en restaurante
restaurante (EE. UU.) (2024)

Crecimiento del consumo de pescado

+20% en 2024 (mayor alza en Gen 2)
(EE. UU.)

Penetracion del pescado en menus de
EE. UU.

Caida en 2024

Source

USDA Economic Research
Service — 2024

USDA Economic Research
Service — 2024

USDA Economic Research
Service — 2025

Supermarket Perimeter — datos
2024

The National Provisioner —
2024

SeafoodSource / Technomic —
2024

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