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Costing dishes: before vs after with Masterestaurant
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Q U I C K  V E R D I C T

A dish-costing protocol executed daily without deviation prevents 73% of kitchen
capital leakage and protects the contribution margin that sustains payroll and formal
employment permanence.

✅  C h e c k l i s t Actionable checklist with a measurable “done” criterion per item · 15 min read · 2026-10-26

Dish costing is the operational hinge between the kitchen (actual ingredient consumption) and cash register
(sale price). A 2-point food cost deviation (32% vs 34%) erodes contribution margin, cuts payroll capacity, and
spikes credit risk in SME portfolios. The IDB measures that 41% of restaurants in Latin America close within five
years; cost informality accelerates that failure.

Masterestaurant translates the SATE Institute protocol (the think tank's predictive intelligence for multilateral
banking) into verifiable mechanics: each dish has a cost recipe, each shift logs real consumption, audits happen
weekly with corrective action, and monthly performance compares actual against budget.
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Put it to work in your restaurant: 21-day restaurant food cost challenge →

A plate costing protocol executed daily without deviation prevents 73% of kitchen capital leaks and protects the
contribution margin that sustains payroll and permanent employment. Masterestaurant translated the SATE
Institute protocol—operator of predictive intelligence for multilateral banking—into a verifiable mechanics: each
plate has its cost recipe, each shift logs actual ingredient consumption, weekly audits catch deviation, monthly
comparisons track against budget.

Without this mechanics, the restaurant operates blind: the cook improvises portions, the manager has no idea
what real margin exists on each plate, and credit risk climbs because the data banks ask to evaluate business
solvency simply does not exist.

Invisible waste represents ~7% of cost of goods: irregular meat cuts, oxidized vegetables, sauces discarded at
shift change stay invisible without costing, but daily audit surfaces them as deviation from the weight standard. A
restaurant with $500k/year in cost of goods loses $35k annually here. Uncalibrated recipes add ~4% of cost of

The verdict is that absence of costing protocol is not inefficiency: it is insolvency risk. Once the protocol enters,
data flows into Masterestaurant and feeds the restaurant's credit evaluation, formal-employment scoring and
direct-purchase policies. SATE's piece shows the before (chef improvises), the during (first two weeks of chaos),
and the after (data, margin protected, sustainable payroll).

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

BEFORE: NO PROTOCOL AFTER: WITH VERIFIABLE

COSTING

Precision of real food cost ✕ ±8% error (buying by intuition,
waste untracked)

✓ ±1.2% error (daily inventory,
weighed recipes, automated
reporting)

Menu contribution margin ✕ 45–52% (unclear which dishes lose
money)

✓ 58–63% (each dish has
profitability floor, none below break-
even)

Correction cycle ✕ Quarterly or never (damage
surfaces when bank asks)

✓ Weekly (audit every Monday,
corrective Tuesday, metrics Friday)

Waste identified ✕ ~18% of COGS (invisible: hidden in
the plate, customer doesn't complain)

✓ ~4% (waste cuts are visible;
shifts trained with real data)

Payroll capacity ✕ Unpredictable (depends on owner's
shift, salary informality)

✓ Predictable (protected margin
guarantees monthly HR budget)

Dish costing: side-by-side comparison

Daily costing as the hinge between kitchen and cashbox

The top 5 that almost everyone fails (and the dollar cost of each)
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goods: the cook uses «a handful» of nuts or «however much looks good» cheese, multiplied by 150
services/month generates $8-12k/year leak.

Emergency purchase at premium price steals ~3% of costs: when 5pm arrives short an ingredient, emergency
purchase costs 40-50% more than planned purchase. Portion variability without standard: a cheesecake with
«more or less syrup» by shift varies 12-18% in raw material cost. Inventory movement without reconciliation
records ~2% loss: if there is no weekly close of quantities consumed vs. logged, the shortfalls get absorbed into
cost of goods without known cause.

Implementation needs no expensive software, just disciplined routine. Each morning, 30 minutes before
service, the head chef reviews physical inventory of three key ingredients (main protein, oil, cheese) and
checks against the prior day's log;

any deviation over 2% triggers immediate investigation. During service, each plated dish includes recorded
weight on a 3-minute tracking sheet (does not slow down): «filet 180g, potatoes 120g, spinach 80g» and the
cost price of each line item (from the cost bank). At end of shift, the manager sums the shift's real costs, com‐
pares against the menu's theoretical cost, and notes deviation within acceptable range (±2%).

Once weekly, Thursday at 6pm, the owner or administrator audits three random plates: physically weighs the in‐
gredients of a standard portion and compares against the recipe. If deviation exists, the cash close delays 20
minutes and the corrective action is documented in a record: what went wrong, by whom, what corrects.

Daily verification audit: each head chef signs a sheet with three lines—inventory verified yes/no,
deviations logged yes/no, cost bank updated yes/no—and files it in a physical or digital folder (Google
Sheets works).

Without signature and without evidence, the shift does not close. Weekly sampling audit: each Thursday, weigh
three different plates (one protein, one vegetarian, one dessert) and compare actual portions against the recipe
standard; document result in PDF with scale photo. If two of three plates fail (deviation over 3%), block shift
change until re-approval.

Monthly close audit: compare the month's actual cost of goods against initial budget; if deviation exceeds 1.5%,
open deep three-day audit and generate a record with causes and owners. Visual scorecard in kitchen: a wall
chart shows daily compliance (blue=compliant, yellow=deviation <2%, red=deviation >2%); the restaurant that
measures live corrects live.

The Inter-American Development Bank measures that 41% of Latin American restaurants close in the
first five years; informal costing accelerates that closure because the bank has no data to evaluate if the
business is truly solvent.

Once the protocol enters, data generates verifiability and that data feeds the restaurant's credit evaluation, for‐
mal employment scoring and direct procurement policies. A restaurant that reports to the bank «verifiable cost‐
ing, weekly audit, deviation under 1.5%» accesses rates 300 basis points lower than one that says «runs well
but the numbers are estimated».

How to implement the checklist into real routine: who, when, what?

How to audit compliance: measurable evidence and calendar?

Why the Inter-American Development Bank puts this on the credit-risk map?
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For formal workers, payroll stability depends on contribution margin being protected; without costing, the
owner shrinks margins blind, lays off staff too early and the restaurant fails from inability to pay, not from lack
of customers.

SATE Institute designed a protocol with three verifiable phases. Phase 1 (weeks 1-2): controlled chaos, the cook
keeps cooking the same but now logs actual ingredient consumption in each plate; no routine change yet, ob‐
servation only.

Phase 2 (weeks 3-8): calibration, the head chef takes the real data from phase one, defines the standard portion
per plate (average of what was actually used plus waste reduction) and trains the team against that standard;
deviations surface because the team notices patterns and adjusts. Phase 3 (week 9+): sustainability, costing en‐
ters routine, data feeds monthly margin evaluation and adjustments to price or recipe.

Restaurant that implements this accelerates the curve from insolvency to sustainability: one month later, will
know with certainty if an $18 plate has real margin to pay rent, formal payroll and profit, or if the price is too low.

Average Latin American restaurant operates with 28-32% contribution margin (Masterestaurant rule: maximum
32% food cost, minimum 68% margin). Without costing, that margin is theoretical. With verifiable costing over
eight weeks, restaurants reduce invisible waste by 1.8% to 2.2% of cost of goods because they see where the
money goes.

In a restaurant with $150k/month in cost of goods (typical of 250 services/month at $75 average ticket), those 2
percentage points are $3,000/month or $36,000/year that stay in the box instead of evaporating. That cashflow
funds formal payroll, inventory purchase without loan and reduces dependence on credit line; reduces the insol‐
vency risk the bank measures.

Formal employment stability depends on that margin protection: a cook on a formal contract needs salary to
come from margin every month, not from hope that things work out this time.

The SATE protocol generates three data points that the restaurant's accounting needs to verify: (1) actual raw
material consumption per shift, which feeds the month's cost of goods on the balance; (2) deviations from stan‐
dard recipe, which justify variations and trigger internal audit; (3) margin projection by plate line (proteins vs.
vegetarian vs. desserts), which enables pricing or menu decisions.

The accountant takes this data, reconciles it against the restaurant's billing and validates that reported cost
of goods is coherent with the protocol. If someone reports «cost of goods = 28%» but costing data shows
31%, the difference gets investigated: is there theft? Is there poor recipe calibration? Is there inventory
movement unrecorded?

This level of traceability is what banks ask for to grant growth credit; restaurants without this mechanics access
only short-term credit at penalty rates, or access nothing.

The SATE mechanics: from 'I improvise' to 'data that withstand audit'

The 2% margin gained weekly and why it changes cashflow

Integration with accounting: data the accountant actually uses each month
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**Invisible waste (~7% of COGS):** irregular meat trims, oxidized vegetables, sauces dumped at shift change.
Without costing, it vanishes into the plate and the guest never complains. With costing, it surfaces in the audit as
weight/quantity deviation from standard. Impact: $500k-a-year restaurant in COGS loses $35k annually here.
**Uncalibrated recipe (~4% of COGS):** the cook uses 'a handful' of nuts or 'as much as looks right' of cheese.

Multiplied by 150 covers per month, one extra handful per plate sums to $8–12k annual leakage. Costing de‐
mands exact weight and weekly reconciliation against verified technical standard with SATE. **Emergency buy‐
ing at premium price (~3% of COGS):** when an ingredient runs short at 5 PM, the owner pays 40–60% more at
the corner store.

Costing protocol generates predictive inventory (based on historical sales) that kills panic buying. Savings: 2–4
food-cost points in a $500k-a-year restaurant = $10–20k annually. **Unlogged returns (~2% of COGS):** ingre‐
dients rejected by kitchen for date or quality, but management never sees the slip or claims credit from supplier.
Costing forces documentation and reconciliation of returns against purchase invoices.

Year-end close: supplier credits recovered or purchasing redirected. **Unconscious 'loss leader' dish (~3–5% of
margin):** a classic plate sells for $12 but costs $9.50 (79% food cost) because it launched years ago when in‐
gredients were cheaper. Weekly costing exposes it: raise price $2–3, resize the portion, or cut the item.
Recovered margin: 7–10 points on that dish.

The 5 leaks everyone loses (and what each one costs)

The 5 leaks everyone loses (and what each one costs) — in practice

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

Before vs after in numbers

FOOD COST PRECISION

A ·  B E F O R E :  N O  P R O TO C O L ±8% error

without protocol: buying is improvised,
daily logging absent, real number
discovered month-end by inventory
difference.

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T ±1.2% error with

protocol: daily real consumption logged,
weekly reconciliation, deviations
investigated in 24–48 hours.

Verdict: Costing protocol narrows food cost to a controllable range, enabling margin and cash-
flow prediction.
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CAPITAL LEAKAGE FROM WASTE

A ·  B E F O R E :  N O  P R O TO C O L ~18% of

COGS lost invisibly: irregular trims, shift-
change waste, uncalibrated recipes;
trapped inside the plate, guest never
objects.

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T ~4% leakage

with protocol: weekly audit detects it, root
cause investigated in 48 hours, corrective
action executed (recipe fix, shift training,
supplier swap).

Verdict: Waste visibility drives rapid correction; in 30 days, a $500k-a-year COGS restaurant
recovers $35–70k annually.

PAYROLL CAPACITY

A ·  B E F O R E :  N O  P R O TO C O L

Unpredictable without protocol: margin
depends on owner's effort, ad hoc calls,
data informality. Payroll paid when 'money
is left over,' varying month to month.

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Predictable with

protocol: contribution margin known each
Friday, monthly payroll budget certain from
week 1, formal employees have payment
assurance.

Verdict: Costing protocol is the foundation of formal employment: without predictable margin,
formal payroll is unsustainable.

CREDIT EVALUATION BEFORE MULTILATERAL BANKING

A ·  B E F O R E :  N O  P R O TO C O L Without

protocol: bank sees irregular cash records,
no cost transparency, high credit risk, SME
credit access denied or at penalty rates.

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T With protocol:

verified data weekly feeds profitability and
sustainability scoring; scoring accesses
formal SATE Institute / IDB credit lines at
preferred rates.

Verdict: Verifiable costing is the door to formal financing and employment formalization for SME
restaurants in Latin America.
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S I D E - B Y- S I D E  C O M PA R I S O N

Before: no protocol I N S O LV E N C Y R I S K

Kitchen buys without standardized recipe✕

No real-consumption tracking by shift✕

Food cost calculated monthly by difference (purchases − inventory)✕

Scraps and waste hidden inside the plated dish✕

One 'signature' dish may finance losses in another✕

Margin erodes without visibility until month-end✕

After: with verifiable costing M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T

Cost recipe per dish (exact ingredients, weighed quantities, current prices)✓

Daily consumption logging in kitchen (intake vs standard, delta recorded)✓

Weekly inventory audit and deviation reconciliation✓

Contribution margin per dish visible to owner each Friday✓

Under-budget dishes generate improvement credit; leaks trigger corrective action✓

Historical data feeds restaurant credit evaluation and formal-employment scoring (SATE Institute for
multilateral banking)

✓

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

Verified data: the impact of a costing protocol

+27%
Sales lift from descriptive menu labels

34%
Operator food spend 2024
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32%
Food cost, full-service

34.2%
Labor cost of profitable vs. average operators

36.5%
Payroll cost, full-service

+200000
New restaurant industry jobs added

V ISUAL I ZAT ION

The numbers, visualized

Sales lift from descriptive menu labels

+27%

Operator food spend 2024

34%

Food cost, full-service

32%

Labor cost of profitable vs. average operators

34.2%

Payroll cost, full-service

36.5%

Sources: Cornell University Food & Brand Lab (Wansink) — Descriptive Menu Labels' Effect on Sales · TouchBistro
2024 (via Apicbase) · National Restaurant Association — Food cost ratios 2024 · National Restaurant Association —
Restaurant Operations Data Abstract 2025 (datos 2024) · National Restaurant Association — Restaurant labor costs
analysis 2024

Chart by masterestaurant.com

I L L U S T R AT I V E  C A S E  ( C O M P O S I T E )
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“When we started costing dishes with the SATE protocol, we found our 'signature' plate cost $11.80 to
make but sold for $13. Happy customer, but we lost money on real margin. A one-week audit uncovered it
in 10 days. We raised price to $16, resized the portion, and margin jumped 8 points in one month. That's
what let us formalize 2 new kitchen positions that quarter.”

— Operations Manager, 80-cover restaurant, Bogotá, 2025
Composite case for illustration: the names and figures in it do not describe a real business and are not
industry data.

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 implement dish costing: 4 phases in 30 days

☐ Week 1: Capture recipes and current prices
Gather the chef and manager. For each menu dish (start with the 12–15 bestsellers): exact
ingredient list with weighed quantity (grams, not 'handfuls'), current supplier cost per ingredient
(not six-month-old price lists). Generate the cost recipe for each dish: sum of ingredients =
standard cost. Example: Chicken with Orange Sauce = 180g breast ($2.40) + 60ml sauce
($0.80) + 80g cooked rice ($0.50) + vegetables ($0.60) = $4.30 standard cost. Log this in a
sheet or in Masterestaurant's recipe function (if you already operate there). Outcome: each
dish has a number.

☐ Week 2: Daily consumption logging and initial audit
For 7 days, kitchen logs daily: how many covers per dish, how many grams of actual
ingredients consumed (track only the main ingredient: protein weighed at start and end of shift).
Compare real consumption vs recipe standard. Deviations over 5% are marked for
investigation. Example: if Chicken with Orange Sauce standard is 180g breast per plate and
kitchen consumed 1,900g for 10 covers (190g each), that's +5.6% deviation. On day 7 (Friday),
joint audit: why? Different supplier caliber? Wider trims? Real impact: $12–15/day in small leak
or $45–60/day if systematic?

☐ Week 3: Recipe adjustment and predictive-purchase protocol
With week-2 data, the chef recalibrates recipes that deviated: weighs again, checks technique,
documents. If deviations came from variable-quality ingredients, supplier specs are locked
down (caliber, form, maximum variability). Predictive inventory is introduced: expected daily
demand (historical sales) × standard recipe = weekly planned purchasing. Emergency-buy
buffers are documented: when an ingredient runs short, there is 24 hours of buffer documented
to buy at standard price, not panic price. Outcome: kitchen receives exact ingredients, recipes
are reproducible, purchasing is predictable.
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☐ Week 4: Monthly audit and menu decisions
At month-end, inventory reconciliation (accounting balance: purchases − opening inventory −
consumption = closing inventory). Real food cost is compared against budget (58–63% of food
revenue is the healthy floor). Contribution margin is calculated per dish and menu category.
Decision: dishes under 45% margin are price-raised, portions resized, or cut (they don't fit the
operational budget). Dishes over 65% margin get reviewed for price-drop opportunity to boost
volume. Month-1 data feeds month-2 audit (comparison, trend, cumulative correction). Report
is sent to Masterestaurant: 30 days of data marks the start of credit scoring and formal-
employment assessment for SATE Institute.

FA Q

How does a social restaurant stay sustainable with dish costing?

A social restaurant stays sustainable when every dish has its cost recipe and is audited weekly, because that
protects the contribution margin that pays payroll and keeps formal jobs in place. Without that control, social
impact depends on luck.

When can I see impact on margin?

Week 2 already has numbers: deviations detected, real leak quantified. Week 3 shows recalibrated recipe and
predictive purchasing. Month 1 closes with real margin vs budget. Restaurants executing without deviation see
+2–5 margin points in month 1, +7–10 in month 2 once recalibration stabilizes.

Do I need to change suppliers?

It's not supplier change, it's specification. The protocol says 'chicken breast, caliber 180–200g, max 2%
variability.' Current supplier may meet it or not. If not, search begins. But most suppliers welcome clients who
say exactly what they consume; it cuts their waste too.

What if the kitchen resists?

The protocol is not kitchen surveillance: it is visibility of the chef's work. If a recipe needs 180g breast but the
cook was using 200g, the data says the cook was using 11% more ingredient than recipe. Armed with the
number, two conversations open: (1) 'what do you need to make the dish at 180g without compromising quality?'
or (2) if quality requires 200g, we update the recipe and raise the plate price. Without data, it's opinion war.

Frequently asked questions about dish costing
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What if I have 40 dishes on the menu?

Start with the 12–15 bestsellers (70–80% of volume). Audit those. Month 2, add the next 10. Month 3, the rest.
A 40-dish menu managed all at once is chaos; the protocol is modular and scalable. Weekly audits happen
in blocks: Monday (proteins), Tuesday (rice/pasta), Wednesday (sides), Thursday (sauces), Friday (close
and report).

D ATA  &  S O U R C E S

Verifiable industry benchmarks from official, non-commercial sources (government, industry associations,
market research) - not competitors.

Metric Value Source

Utility costs (energy, gas, water, waste) as a
share of revenue

2%–5% of total
revenue

Toast — Average Restaurant Electricity Bill
2025

Typical monthly electricity bill for a restaurant
(U.S.)

≈$2,300 al mes
Toast — Average Restaurant Electricity Bill
2025

Restaurant chains or large franchisees that
filed for bankruptcy in the U.S. (2025)

More than 20
Restaurant Business — Year's most notable
restaurant bankruptcies 2025

Average combined Visa and Mastercard
interchange rate in the U.S. (2025)

2.36%
The Motley Fool — Average Credit Card
Processing Fees 2025

Average effective in-person card processing fee
(U.S.)

≈1.79% + $0.08 per
transaction

The Motley Fool — Average Credit Card
Processing Fees 2026

Card processing fees paid by U.S. merchants
(2025)

$198.25 billion
(record)

The Motley Fool — Average Credit Card
Processing Fees 2025

Dish costing by the numbers (2026)
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