Original Research

Masterestaurant Waste & Overproduction Index 2026

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

MASTERESTAURANT®

indice Masterestaurant de Merma y :
Sobreproduccién 2026 -

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

QUICK VERDICT

Waste is not a minor leak: it is capital you already paid for and threw away. Food surplus in
foodservice was worth $157 billion in 2024, equal to 14% of sales, per ReFED (2024). With
pre-tax profit of just 2.8% in full service (National Restaurant Association, 2025), every
point of waste you recover weighs five times more than a point of new sales. This analysis
synthesizes real public sources by segment so you know where you fall and how much
capital you are leaving in the trash.

4 Masterestaurant Study / Sector Synthesis Expert synthesis - cited industry sources - 13 min read
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INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY OF MASTERESTAURANT® — EXCLUSIVE FOR SECTOR LEADERS

This is the Masterestaurant Waste & Overproduction Index 2026: an expert synthesis of real public sector data,
read with the judgment of a consultant who has worked the cash register and the kitchen of restaurants in 43
countries. It is not primary research with its own sample; it is the organization and interpretation of figures
already published by serious organizations.
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The finding that reorders priorities: per ReFED (2024), food surplus in foodservice equals 14% of sales. In a

business with 2.8% pre-tax profit (National Restaurant Association, 2025), waste eats the margin before payroll
and rent finish it off. That is why we treat it as a capital leak, not an operational detail.

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON

Side-by-side comparison

Food surplus as % of sales
(ReFED 2024)

Pre-tax profit, full service (NRA
2025)

Pre-tax profit, limited service
(NRA 2025)

Producer Price Index, final
demand (BLS 2025)

U.S. cattle herd (USDA ERS
2026)

U.S. sector sales (NRA SOI
2026)

INDEPENDENT / SINGLE UNIT

X 14% sector average, higher in
kitchens with no portion control

X 2.8% median — waste takes ~2x the
margin

X 4.0% median — more cushion,
same waste discipline

X +3.0% in 2025 (after +3.5% in 2024)
— wasted input keeps rising

X Lowestin 75 years — expensive
protein punishes every loss

X =$1.55 trillion projected despite cost
pressure

MULTI-UNIT GROUP (3+)

v 14% baseline, dropping to 8-10%
with centralized purchasing

v 2.8% median, defendable with
per-unit food cost variance

v 4.0% median, scale economies
in protein purchasing

v +3.0%, mitigable with contracts
and volume buying

v Lowestin 75 years — pressure
that demands yield-based menu

v =$1.55 trillion — volume won't
save who throws away costly input

Finding 1 — Why is food waste capital you already paid for and threw away?

Food waste is not a minor leak: it is capital you already paid for and threw away. According to ReFED
(2024), foodservice surplus food was worth $157 billion in 2024, equal to 14% of sales.

Set that figure next to full-service pretax profit, which was just 2.8% of sales (National Restaurant Association,
2025, using 2024 data), and your priorities shift. Waste eats the margin before payroll and rent finish it off. Diego
F. Parra says it plainly in the boardrooms he has run across 43 countries: every kilo that goes in the trash al-
ready passed through your supplier, your invoice and your walk-in. You paid for it twice —buying it and dumping
it— and never charged for it once. That is the starting point of the Masterestaurant Waste Analysis 2026: waste
treated as lost capital, not as an operational footnote of the trade. The Masterestaurant Waste and
Overproduction Analysis 2026 is an expert synthesis of real public sector data, read with the judgment of a con-
sultant who has worked the cash register and the kitchen of restaurants in 43 countries.

Finding 2 — What is the Masterestaurant Waste and Overproduction Analysis 2026?

It is not primary research with its own sample; it is the organization and interpretation of figures already
published by serious bodies like ReFED (2024), the National Restaurant Association (2025) and the U.S.

Bureau of Labor Statistics. The finding that reorders priorities: per ReFED (2024), foodservice surplus food
equals 14% of sales. In a business with 2.8% profit (NRA, 2025), that leak weighs more than almost any other
line on the income statement. That is why waste is treated here as lost capital, not as an operational detail of the
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craft. Diego F. Parra arranges the numbers for the owner who decides, not for the one who only checks the bot-
tom line at month-end. The owner who controls measures theoretical cost against real cost per plate every
week; the one who subsidizes only watches the global month-end food cost, once the margin is already gone. It
is the difference between fixing it on Tuesday or finding out on the 30th.

Finding 3 — Theoretical cost or month-end food cost: which one truly measures?

With an average casual-dining check of $15 to $35 per person (One Haus, 2025) and profit of just
2.8% (NRA, 2025), the gap between what a plate should cost and what it actually cost is where silent
waste lives.

Diego F. Parra has seen it in dozens of kitchens: the global month-end food cost averages the error and hides it.
A plate running 40% food cost with high waste is offset on the sheet by another at 22%, and nobody pulls the
bleeding one. Measuring theoretical against real per plate, week by week, is what turns waste from an invisible
cost into a chargeable decision. The owner who controls produces against a sales forecast; the one who
subsidizes cooks "just in case" and ends up throwing out part of the 14% that ReFED (2024) documents as
foodservice surplus. Overproduction is not generosity: it is capital tied up until it rots.

Finding 4 — Cook against a forecast or "just in case"?

With sector sales projected at roughly US$1.55 trillion for 2026 (National Restaurant Association, SOI
2026) despite cost pressure, the room to waste has narrowed.

Diego F. Parra insists on a cash principle: producing against a sales forecast —by day, by daypart, by weather—
trims the leftover mise en place without starving service. The mistake | see again and again is the full pot "so we
don't run short," which at 10 p.m. goes whole into the trash. On a 2.8% profit (NRA, 2025), that pot is no detail: it
is a full shift of labor handed to the dumpster. Waste is a capital leak, not an unavoidable cost of the trade, and
that distinction defines who survives. The owner who controls treats it as a direct loss against 2.8% profit (NRA,
2025); the one who subsidizes accepts it as "just how this goes." The difference is not philosophical, it is cash.

Finding 5 — Is waste a capital leak or an unavoidable cost of the trade?
With a first-year closure rate of 14% to 17% (U.S.

Bureau of Labor Statistics / UC Berkeley) and an SBA loan default rate for restaurants of 12% to 15% in normal
conditions (Crestmont Capital, 2026), the business that normalizes throwing out ReFED's 14% (2024) starts
every month at a disadvantage. Diego F. Parra sums it up in the boardroom: when waste is "unavoidable," no-
body measures it; when it is capital, it shows up in a report and someone answers for it. Naming it lost capital is
the first control. Everything else —recipes, forecast, menu engineering— comes after. Menu engineering pulls
low-margin, high-waste dishes off the menu; the owner who subsidizes keeps the full card out of fear of com-
plaints and pays for that courtesy with capital. Removing a dish that sells little, spoils fast and leaves a high food
cost does not impoverish the menu: it cleans it.

Finding 6 — How does menu engineering pull waste off the menu?

With checks ranging from $8 to $12 in QSR up to more than $60 per person in fine dining (One Haus,
2025), every plate holds a spot it must earn in margin and turnover.

Diego F. Parra crosses two axes per plate: margin contribution and sales velocity; whatever turns slow and
leaves waste gets redesigned or dropped. Against the 14% surplus ReFED (2024) reports and 2.8% profit (NRA,
2025), holding six dead dishes "in case someone orders them" is subsidizing waste with the margin of the ones
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that do sell. The short menu that turns is more profitable than the long one that rots. Waste weighs more than al-
most any other income-statement line suggests, because it lands directly on 2.8% profit (NRA, 2025). Put it in
context: in-person card processing runs about 1.79% plus $0.08 per transaction (The Motley Fool, 2026) and the
average commercial electricity rate was 13.51¢ per kWh in July 2026 (U.S.

Finding 7 — How much does waste weigh against your other costs?

ElA). Owners watch those costs with a magnifying glass. Yet surplus food equals 14% of sales (ReFED,
2024), a huge multiple of those lines.

Diego F. Parra frames it as a boardroom question: if you negotiate tenths of a point with your payment proces-
sor, why tolerate throwing out 14% in the kitchen? With the producer price index rising 3.0% in 2025 after 3.5%
in 2024 (U.S. BLS), each point of waste costs more every year. The concrete action: measure waste per plate
this week and give it an owner, not a lament. The one who controls measures theoretical vs actual cost per plate
weekly; the one who subsidizes only looks at month-end global food cost, when the margin is already gone. The
one who controls produces against a sales forecast; the one who subsidizes cooks "just in case" and throws
away the 14% ReFED (2024) documents as foodservice surplus.

Finding 8 — What separates who controls waste from who subsidizes it

The one who controls treats waste as a capital leak on a 2.8% profit (NRA 2025); the one who subsidizes treats
it as an unavoidable cost of the trade. The one who controls uses menu engineering to pull low-margin, high-
waste dishes; the one who subsidizes keeps the full menu for fear of complaints.

POINT BY POINT

Independent vs group: who controls waste better

WASTE VISIBILITY

A - INDEPENDENT / SINGLE UNIT Ina B - MASTERESTAURANT In a group,
single unit with no system, waste blends comparable food cost variance reveals the
into normal cost of the trade. unit that spikes.

Verdict: The group sees waste better by comparison; the independent must create visibility with
weekly measurement.
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BUYING POWER AGAINST INPUT INFLATION

A - INDEPENDENT / SINGLE UNIT The B - MASTERESTAURANT The group
independent absorbs nearly the full +3.0% negotiates volume and contracts,
PPI1 (BLS 2025). mitigating the increase.

Verdict: Group advantage, but volume won't save who throws away costly protein with the lowest
herd in 75 years (USDA ERS 2026).

CORRECTION SPEED

A - INDEPENDENT / SINGLE UNIT The B - MASTERESTAURANT The group
single-unit owner adjusts next day's corrects by process, slower but replicable
production with no committee. across N units.

Verdict: The independent wins on speed; the group wins on consistency. Both need to measure
theoretical vs actual cost.

IMPACT ON MARGIN

A - INDEPENDENT / SINGLE UNIT On 2.8% B - MASTERESTAURANT Limited service at

profit (NRA 2025), every point of waste 4.0% (NRA 2025) has a bit more cushion.
weighs enormously.

Verdict: No segment can subsidize waste: on single-digit margins, recovering it moves break-

even.

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON
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Independent restaurant (single unit)

BASE SEGMENT

X Waste is harder to see: with no system, it blends into "that's just this business."

X Buying with no negotiating power: absorbs nearly the full +3.0% PPI (BLS 2025).

X Every plate tossed weighs more: 2.8% profit (NRA 2025) does not forgive overproduction.

X Advantage: a present owner can adjust the next day's production with no committee.

Multi-unit group (3+ units)

MASTERESTAURANT

v~ Can centralize purchasing and push surplus below the 14% baseline (ReFED 2024).

v" Comparable food cost variance across units: the one that spikes reveals its waste.

v"  Risk: waste gets diluted in the consolidated P&L and no one sees it per unit.

v Scale economies in protein, key with the lowest herd in 75 years (USDA ERS 2026).

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON

Side-by-side comparison

Food surplus as % of sales
(ReFED 2024)

Pre-tax profit, full service (NRA
2025)

Pre-tax profit, limited service
(NRA 2025)

Producer Price Index, final
demand (BLS 2025)

U.S. cattle herd (USDA ERS
2026)

U.S. sector sales (NRA SOI
2026)

INDEPENDENT / SINGLE UNIT

X 14% sector average, higher in
kitchens with no portion control

X 2.8% median — waste takes ~2x the
margin

X 4.0% median — more cushion,
same waste discipline

X +3.0% in 2025 (after +3.5% in 2024)
— wasted input keeps rising

X Lowestin 75 years — expensive
protein punishes every loss

X  =$1.55 trillion projected despite cost
pressure
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MULTI-UNIT GROUP (3+)

v 14% baseline, dropping to 8-10%
with centralized purchasing

v 2.8% median, defendable with

per-unit food cost variance

v 4.0% median, scale economies
in protein purchasing

v +3.0%, mitigable with contracts

and volume buying

v Lowestin 75 years — pressure
that demands yield-based menu

v =$1.55 trillion — volume won't
save who throws away costly input

Page 6 of 10



THE NUMBERS THAT MATTER

The scorecard in figures (real external sources, 2024-2026)

197

BILLION USD

Foodservice food surplus (2024), 14% of sales

2.8 %

Pre-tax profit, full service (2024 median)

4.0 %

Pre-tax profit, limited service (2024 median)

30 %

Producer Price Index, final demand (2025)

199

TRILLION USD

Projected U.S. sector sales
(2026) despite cost pressure

75

YEARS

U.S. cattle herd at its lowest level in 75 years (2026)

VISUALIZATION

The numbers, visualized
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Sources: ReFED 2024 - National Restaurant Association 2025 - U.S. BLS Producer Price Index 2025 - National
Restaurant Association SOl 2026 - USDA ERS Cattle & Beef Outlook 2026

Chart by masterestaurant.com

REAL CASE

“According to Dana Gunders, executive director of ReFED, food waste in the foodservice sector represents
one of the largest untapped margin-recovery opportunities, because it is capital the operator already
bought, stored and paid for before throwing it away. | have seen it again and again: an owner celebrates a
strong sales month while 14% of that food ended up in the trash. When you put a number on
overproduction against a 2.8% profit, it stops being a kitchen detail and becomes the financial decision of

the quarter.”

— Synthesis by Diego F. Parra (Masterestaurant) on ReFED's public position (2024)

HOW TO APPLY IT IN YOUR RESTAURANT
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How to situate yourself and recover your waste capital

@ 1. Measure theoretical vs actual cost per plate
Before touching the kitchen, calculate each dish's theoretical food cost (recipe to the gram) and
compare it to your actual inventory cost. The gap IS your food cost variance: that is where waste
lives. With the sector carrying a +3.0% PPI (BLS 2025) on inputs, that gap gets more expensive
every month you don't measure it.

@ 2. Produce against forecast, not "just in case"
Overproduction is half of the 14% surplus ReFED (2024) documents. Set daily production
against last week's actual sales by time slot. With protein at price highs from the lowest herd in
75 years (USDA ERS 2026), cooking extra is no longer slack: it is tossed capital.

@ 3. Apply menu engineering to high-waste dishes
Cross contribution margin with waste per dish. The one that gives low margin AND generates
recurring waste leaves the menu or gets redesigned. In a business with 2.8% profit (NRA 2025),
pulling three leak-dishes can move break-even more than raising prices.

@ 4. Shield cash flow with the recovered capital
Every point of waste recovered is not "savings": it is EBITDA back in the register. Reinvest it in
cold storage, portion control or forecasting, not in more inventory. With sector sales at *$1.55
trillion (NRA SOI 2026), volume won't save you; waste discipline will.

FAQ

Frequently asked questions about the cost of waste and overproduction

How much does waste really cost a restaurant in 20267

Per ReFED (2024), food surplus in foodservice was worth $157 billion, equal to 14% of sales. On pre-tax profit
of 2.8% in full service (NRA 2025), waste weighs several times more than that margin: it is the leak that returns
capital fastest when closed.

Are waste and overproduction the same thing?

No. Waste is any input lost (poorly stored, poorly portioned, expired); overproduction is cooking more than you
sell. Overproduction is a cause of waste and, per ReFED (2024), much of the sector's 14% surplus is born right
there: producing "just in case."
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Why does waste matter so much if my food cost looks normal?

Because global food cost hides per-dish variance. An average 30% food cost can conceal dishes throwing away
costly input. With protein at highs from the lowest herd in 75 years (USDA ERS 2026) and a +3.0% PPI (BLS
2025), that invisible waste gets pricier every month you don't measure it dish by dish.

Can a single unit control waste like a large group?

Yes, and sometimes better: the present owner adjusts the next day's production with no committee. What it
loses in buying power (absorbing nearly the full +3.0% PPI, BLS 2025) it gains in correction speed. The
discipline of measuring theoretical vs actual cost does not depend on size.

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

proyeccion =US$1,55 billones en 2026 pese National Restaurant Association
Ventas del sector (EE.UU.)

a presion de costos — SOI 2026
Prime cost objetivo (food + Toast - Restaurant Payroll
55-65% de ventas (meta sana <60%) )
labor) Guide
B Toast - Restaurant Payroll
Costo laboral del sector 25-35% de ventas segun formato Guide
ui
Salarios y beneficios (full- 36.5% de ventas (2024, muy por encima del National Restaurant Association
service, mediana) ~33% histérico) 2025
Salarios y beneficios (limited- National Restaurant Association
. . 31.7% de ventas (2024)
service, mediana) 2025

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