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How to measure gastronomic social impact: the myth
of the narrative and the reality of the auditable number
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Q U I C K  V E R D I C T

How to measure gastronomic social impact is answered inside the restaurant's operating
system, not inside the program's annual report. The verifiable impact of a gastronomic
MSME shows up in four series the operation already produces daily —formalized payroll,
food cost variance, waste sent to landfill and graduate retention on the job— and not in the
beneficiary count, which measures effort rather than result. The rule we apply at SATE
Institute is blunt: if an indicator cannot be rebuilt from a transactional record carrying a
date, an amount and an owner, it does not enter the M&E dashboard. Under that filter,
portfolio verification cost drops from semiannual field audits to continuous query, and
multilateral lenders get what their own corporate governance demands: traceable
evidence, not narrative.
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An investment officer at the IDB Group receives two folders for the same ticket. The first carries graduation
photos, testimonials and a count of 1,200 young people trained. The second carries 340 formal contracts with
social security numbers, 71% twelve-month retention, and the food cost series of the 46 restaurants that hired
them. Only one of those two is gastronomic social impact measurement. The other is an activity report dressed
as an evaluation.

The distinction matters because capital is already moving toward the sector. Tourism contributed USD 10.9
trillion to global GDP in 2024 according to UN Tourism, and in Mexico restaurants and bars contributed 413,762
million pesos to tourism GDP that same year per INEGI (2024), inside a tourism sector worth 8.7% of national
GDP. Numbers at that scale turn gastronomy into industrial policy, and industrial policy gets financed against
indicators, never against enthusiasm.

Here sits the tension nobody in the field wants to name. The gastronomic MSME is the fastest formal-
employment vehicle in the region and, at the same time, the most fragile asset in any portfolio: thin contribution
margin, volatile prime cost, and turnover that destroys training investment before it matures. In emerging
economies SMEs account for up to 40% of GDP according to the World Bank (2024), and up to 78% of
employment where reliable data exist, with a range running from 50% to 90%. Financing that universe without
instrumentation is operational due diligence performed blind.

My judgment, and I hold it against prevailing development practice: the sector spent fifteen years measuring
inputs because measuring results meant walking into the restaurant's cash box, and nobody wanted that
conversation. Technology already solved it. What is missing is the decision architecture that turns operating data
into a development indicator.

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

Side-by-side comparison

SECTOR BASELINE (EXTERNAL

SOURCE)

EXPECTED RESULT WITH M&E

INSTRUMENTATION

Formal employment created by
MSMEs (SDG 8.3)

✕ SMEs account for up to 78% of
employment where reliable data
exist, range 50%-90% (World Bank,
SMEs Finance 2024)

✓ 340 formal contracts verified against
social security records across 46
operations, retention measured at 12
months

Graduate retention on the job
at 12 months

✕ Base hourly wages in U.S.
restaurants rose 4% to USD 14.20
per hour in 2024 (7shifts, 2024),
pressure that fuels turnover

✓ Retention at or above 70% at twelve
months, with the Open Badges micro-
credential as portability key across
employers

Cost pressure on unit
economics

✕ Food and labor costs each rose
35% since 2019 in the U.S.
(National Restaurant Association,
2024)

✓ Food cost variance under control with
a hard 32% ceiling per dish and prime
cost reported monthly into M&E
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SECTOR BASELINE (EXTERNAL

SOURCE)

EXPECTED RESULT WITH M&E

INSTRUMENTATION

Pricing power without
destroying traffic (average
check)

✕ Menu prices at large U.S.
chains rose 42% between 2020 and
2025, nearly double the 22%
general inflation (One Haus)

✓ Average check lifted 15% or more
through menu engineering with no list-
price increase (NeatMenu, 2026)

Waste reduction and methane
avoided (SDG 12.3)

✕ 58% of landfill methane comes
from wasted food, though food is
only 24% of what is buried (EPA,
2023)

✓ Waste measured in kilos per service
and tonnes of CO₂ equivalent avoided,
reportable to the IDB #SinDesperdicio
agenda

Linkage with local agricultural
suppliers (LED)

✕ Farmers tied to local school-
meal procurement in Burundi raised
income 50% in 2024 (WFP, State of
School Feeding Worldwide 2024)

✓ Share of input spend purchased
within a defined radius, traceable by
supplier invoice

Digital reputation as a
verifiable revenue asset

✕ Each additional star in review
ratings moves between 5% and 9%
of revenue (Harvard Business
School, Michael Luca)

✓ Portfolio average rating monitored as
a proxy for the beneficiary's commercial
sustainability

Verification cost per
intervened operation

✕ Semiannual field audit with on-
site visit and document sampling

✓ Continuous query over transactional
records, rebuilding each indicator to date,
amount and owner

1. What does a gastronomic social impact dashboard actually measure?
A gastronomic social impact dashboard measures four data series the operation already generates with‐
out anyone asking for them:

formalized contracts with a social security number, twelve-month retention of the hire, purchases from local sup‐
pliers backed by invoices, and waste sent to landfill per service. Everything else is narrative. The investment offi‐
cer reviewing a file is not looking for emotion, they are looking for a series that can be audited against the
source record, and that distinction decides the disbursement. The scale of the sector justifies the demand:
tourism contributed 10.9 trillion USD to global GDP in 2024 according to UN Tourism, and in Mexico restaurants
and bars contributed 413,762 million pesos to tourism GDP that same year according to INEGI (2024), within a
sector worth 8.7% of national GDP. At those amounts, gastronomy stopped being culture and became finance‐
able industrial policy. Before accepting any metric on the dashboard, ask the team to rebuild the number from
the source record, with date, amount and a signing owner.

2. The reconstruction test: the only filter separating an indicator from an anecdote
An auditable indicator gets reconstructed; a program figure gets declared and then defended. If the team needs
an intermediate spreadsheet nobody signs in order to reach the number, that figure will not survive a three-hour
operational due diligence. The practical difference shows up in two files for the same amount: the first brings
1,200 trained young people and graduation photos, the second brings 340 formal contracts with 71% retention
at twelve months and the food cost series of the 46 restaurants that hired them. Only the second one is mea‐
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surement. The first is an activity report dressed as an evaluation, and the sector has been confusing them for fif‐
teen years because measuring results meant walking into the restaurant's cash box. A business below 500 thou‐
sand USD in annual revenue does not buy impact software: it adds three columns to the payroll it already keeps.
Formal hiring date, social security number, and termination date whenever it happens.

3. Under 500 thousand USD a year: three fields, zero platform
That yields twelve-month retention, the only social indicator a small fund will demand from you, and it costs
nothing. The decision threshold here is hard: if your twelve-month retention falls below 45%, do not apply to any
employability fund yet, because the evaluator will read that figure as destruction of the training investment be‐
fore it matures. Fix turnover first. This band does not get dropped from the analysis for being small, and here I
was wrong for years recommending the opposite: in emerging economies SMEs contribute up to 40% of GDP
according to the World Bank (2024), and that 40% is made up precisely of businesses this size. Once past half a
million in revenue, the indicator that opens financing doors is no longer employment but value chain: the per‐
centage of food cost purchased from suppliers within a defined radius, with verifiable invoices and tax ID. Set
the radius before you measure, never afterwards, because a radius chosen in hindsight is makeup.

4. From 500 thousand to 1 million: the first local sourcing series
The operational target I hold for this band is 30% of food cost in documented local sourcing, and below 18% the
conversation with an agricultural development fund simply never starts. The precedent exists and it is measur‐
able: school meal programs with local sourcing in Burundi raised farm income by +50% in 2024 according to
WFP (State of School Feeding Worldwide 2024). A one-million restaurant moves less volume than a national
program, true, yet the mechanics of the indicator are identical and any evaluator recognizes them instantly.
Above one million in annual revenue the demand changes in nature, because nobody asks who you hired any‐
more, they ask what happened to that person afterwards. Youth gastronomic employability is not proven with a
diploma; it is proven with the contract at three months and with retention at twelve, and a program that closes its
measurement on graduation day is measuring its own logistics.

5. Above 1 million: employability measured after exit, not at graduation
Instrument two mandatory cutoffs: 90-day placement with a 60% minimum threshold, and 365-day retention with
a 55% threshold. A micro-credential is worth what it verifies, not what it decorates on the wall. This band also
has margin to absorb the cost of follow-up, which the small band does not: remember that input costs rose
+35% in food and +35% in labor since 2019 in the U.S. according to the National Restaurant Association (2024),
and that compressed margin defines what can be paid for. In the band above 5 million a specific profile appears
that demands separate treatment: the celebrity-chef restaurant or the large-format themed venue, where the
personal brand amplifies any published figure, good or bad. Social impact here becomes a tradeable reputation‐
al asset, which is why the indicator must be externally audited before publication, never after a press note.

6. Above 5 million: the high-end profile and reputational risk
The leverage is real and it has been measured: each additional star in review ratings moves between +5% and
9% in revenue according to Michael Luca (Harvard Business School), and a debunked social figure drags the
rating down at the same speed. My criterion for this profile is inflexible: publish only indicators a third party can
rebuild from payroll and invoices in less than one business day. Whatever fails that test stays in the internal re‐
port, where it hurts nobody. A group above 10 million in revenue almost always makes the same mistake, and it
is the most expensive one: consolidating the social indicator into a corporate average that hides the two or
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three units dragging it down. Measure by unit, publish the range and the median, and expose the worst location.
An institutional fund that spots an average without dispersion assumes manipulation and discounts the whole
valuation, not just the indicator.

7. Group or chain above 10 million: consolidate by unit, never by average
The threshold we apply at Masterestaurant for this band is that no unit may sit more than 20 percentage points
below the group median in twelve-month retention, and if one does, that unit enters a documented intervention
plan before fiscal close. Scale justifies it: MSMEs contribute up to 78% of employment where reliable data exists
according to the World Bank (SMEs Finance 2024), within a range of 50% to 90%, and a chain is the auditable
sum of those units. The fourth series requires no new investment because your kitchen already produces it: kilos
of waste sent to landfill per thousand services, taken from the waste log the executive chef signs at every close.
That figure has a specific and powerful audience, because 58% of landfill methane comes from wasted food
while being just 24% of what gets buried, according to the EPA (2023). A restaurant that cuts waste from
42 to 26 kilos per thousand services owns a verifiable climate story with two months of log entries, not with
a consultancy.

8. The environmental series already sitting in your waste log
Diego F. Parra insists on an order that is rarely respected: instrument waste first for its effect on food cost, then
present it as an environmental indicator, never the reverse. When the indicator is born in the cash box, it sur‐
vives the audit; when it is born in the sustainability report, it gets abandoned by the second quarter. Start tomor‐
row with the log you already sign. <strong>The auditable indicator gets rebuilt; the program number gets de‐
clared.</strong> The test is simple and we run it before any metric enters the dashboard: ask the team to recon‐
struct the figure from the source record, with date, amount and owner. If they need an intermediate spreadsheet
nobody signs, that indicator will not survive operational due diligence. <strong>Outcomes are measured after
exit, not on graduation day.</strong> Youth employability in food service is not proven by the diploma; it is
proven by the contract at three months and the retention at twelve.

9. What separates an auditable indicator from a program number?
A program that closes its measurement on ceremony day is measuring its own logistics.

<strong>A micro-credential is worth what it verifies, not what it decorates.</strong> Open Badges carries the ev‐
idence inside the digital object —who issued it, against which criterion, with what proof of performance— turning
a certificate into a portable asset the next employer checks without calling anyone. A PDF with a logo does none
of that. <strong>Operating data is the best survival predictor this sector has.</strong> With food and labor costs
35% above 2019 levels according to the National Restaurant Association (2024), operational variability stopped
being a kitchen matter and became a credit-scoring variable. A restaurant that cannot hold its food cost variance
is not a poor operator: it is a liability in formation. <strong>Environmental impact is calculated, not estimated.
</strong> With 58% of landfill methane originating in wasted food per the EPA (2023), measuring waste in kilos
per service and converting it to CO₂ equivalent produces a number defensible against target 12.3; counting how
many sustainability workshops were delivered does not.

10. What separates an auditable indicator from a program number — in practice
<strong>Honest attribution weighs more than generous attribution.</strong> When a program claims 100% of
the result as its own, the external evaluator discounts everything. Declaring contribution with an explicit counter‐
factual —what would have happened without the intervention— is what sustains a second financing round.
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P O I N T  B Y  P O I N T

Myth against reality, criterion by criterion

UNIT OF OUTCOME MEASUREMENT

A ·  S E C TO R  B A S E L I N E  ( E X T E R N A L
S O U R C E )

Beneficiaries served and training hours
delivered

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Verified formal

contracts and retention at 3, 6 and 12
months

Verdict: Instrumentation wins: a headcount of attendees measures program logistics, not the
change in a graduate's life or in the employer's payroll.

TIMING OF MEASUREMENT

A ·  S E C TO R  B A S E L I N E  ( E X T E R N A L
S O U R C E )

Semiannual or annual cut, reported after
the committee meets

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Continuous

query over the restaurant's transactional
records

Verdict: Instrumentation wins, with one concession: the annual cut remains mandatory for formal
reporting, yet it arrives too late to fix a cohort already churning.

CREDENTIAL VERIFIABILITY

A ·  S E C TO R  B A S E L I N E  ( E X T E R N A L
S O U R C E )

PDF certificate carrying an institutional
logo

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Open Badges

micro-credential with embedded evidence,
verifiable by the employer

Verdict: Instrumentation wins outright: the certificate forces a call to the issuer, and that friction
alone makes employers ignore it at the hiring decision.
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READING OPERATIONAL RISK

A ·  S E C TO R  B A S E L I N E  ( E X T E R N A L
S O U R C E )

Perception survey asking the owner about
business health

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Food cost

variance, prime cost and break-even read
from the system

Verdict: Instrumentation wins: with food and labor costs 35% above 2019 per the National
Restaurant Association (2024), perception always trails the data by a quarter.

ENVIRONMENTAL MEASUREMENT (SDG 12.3)

A ·  S E C TO R  B A S E L I N E  ( E X T E R N A L
S O U R C E )

Number of sustainability workshops
delivered

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Waste in kilos

per service converted to methane avoided
with the EPA (2023) factor

Verdict: Instrumentation wins: the workshop is an input, and with 58% of landfill methane
originating in wasted food, target 12.3 demands tonnage rather than attendance.

COST OF VERIFICATION

A ·  S E C TO R  B A S E L I N E  ( E X T E R N A L
S O U R C E )

On-site field audit with document sampling

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Rebuilding the

indicator from the source record, on
demand

Verdict: Instrumentation wins across a large portfolio; in a single operation under USD 500
thousand a year, the field visit still costs less than standing up the capture layer.

S I D E - B Y- S I D E  C O M PA R I S O N
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Myth: impact is proven by the program's story W H AT

M U LT I L AT E R A L L E N D E R S  N O  L O N G E R  F I N A N C E

Reality: impact is read inside the restaurant's operating system M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T

Beneficiary headcount as the headline indicator, with no follow-up after graduation✕

Participant satisfaction surveys presented as evidence of youth employability in food service✕

Testimonials and photo galleries instead of series carrying date, amount and owner✕

PDF certificates with no cryptographic verification and no portability across employers✕

Full attribution of the result to the program, with no counterfactual and no comparison group✕

An annual report that lands after the reinvestment decision was already made✕

Formal contracts with social security numbers, verifiable against employer records (SDG 8.3)✓

Retention on the job at 3, 6 and 12 months as an outcome metric, not an effort metric✓

Open Badges micro-credentials with embedded evidence, verifiable by any employer without calling
the issuer

✓

Food cost variance and prime cost as an early signal of business mortality and credit risk✓

Waste in kilos per service, converted to methane avoided using the EPA (2023) factor✓

A dashboard refreshed continuously rather than at a semiannual cut✓

Local purchase traceability to measure local economic development with invoices, not declarations✓

S I D E - B Y- S I D E  C O M PA R I S O N
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Side-by-side comparison

SECTOR BASELINE (EXTERNAL

SOURCE)

EXPECTED RESULT WITH M&E

INSTRUMENTATION

Formal employment created by
MSMEs (SDG 8.3)

✕ SMEs account for up to 78% of
employment where reliable data
exist, range 50%-90% (World Bank,
SMEs Finance 2024)

✓ 340 formal contracts verified against
social security records across 46
operations, retention measured at 12
months

Graduate retention on the job
at 12 months

✕ Base hourly wages in U.S.
restaurants rose 4% to USD 14.20
per hour in 2024 (7shifts, 2024),
pressure that fuels turnover

✓ Retention at or above 70% at twelve
months, with the Open Badges micro-
credential as portability key across
employers

Cost pressure on unit
economics

✕ Food and labor costs each rose
35% since 2019 in the U.S.
(National Restaurant Association,
2024)

✓ Food cost variance under control with
a hard 32% ceiling per dish and prime
cost reported monthly into M&E

Pricing power without
destroying traffic (average
check)

✕ Menu prices at large U.S.
chains rose 42% between 2020 and
2025, nearly double the 22%
general inflation (One Haus)

✓ Average check lifted 15% or more
through menu engineering with no list-
price increase (NeatMenu, 2026)

Waste reduction and methane
avoided (SDG 12.3)

✕ 58% of landfill methane comes
from wasted food, though food is
only 24% of what is buried (EPA,
2023)

✓ Waste measured in kilos per service
and tonnes of CO₂ equivalent avoided,
reportable to the IDB #SinDesperdicio
agenda

Linkage with local agricultural
suppliers (LED)

✕ Farmers tied to local school-
meal procurement in Burundi raised
income 50% in 2024 (WFP, State of
School Feeding Worldwide 2024)

✓ Share of input spend purchased
within a defined radius, traceable by
supplier invoice

Digital reputation as a
verifiable revenue asset

✕ Each additional star in review
ratings moves between 5% and 9%
of revenue (Harvard Business
School, Michael Luca)

✓ Portfolio average rating monitored as
a proxy for the beneficiary's commercial
sustainability

Verification cost per
intervened operation

✕ Semiannual field audit with on-
site visit and document sampling

✓ Continuous query over transactional
records, rebuilding each indicator to date,
amount and owner

T H E  N U M B E R S  T H AT  M AT T E R
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Numbers framing the decision

V ISUAL I ZAT ION

The numbers, visualized

10.9
Tourism contribution to global GDP in 2024,

the macro frame gastronomy sits inside

T  U S D

40%
SME contribution to GDP in emerging
economies, top of the measured range

78%
Employment provided by MSMEs where
reliable data exist, range 50% to 90%

35%
Rise in food and labor costs
since 2019 in U.S. restaurants

58%
Landfill methane originating in wasted

food, which is only 24% of what is buried

50%
Income rise among farmers linked to local
school-meal procurement in Burundi, 2024
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Tourism contribution to global GDP in 2024, the macro frame gastronomy sits inside

10.9
T USD

SME contribution to GDP in emerging economies, top of the measured range

40%

Employment provided by MSMEs where reliable data exist, range 50% to 90%

78%

Rise in food and labor costs since 2019 in U.S. restaurants

35%

Landfill methane originating in wasted food, which is only 24% of what is buried

58%

Income rise among farmers linked to local school-meal procurement in Burundi, 2024

50%

Sources: UN Tourism 2024 · World Bank 2024 · World Bank — SMEs Finance 2024 · National Restaurant
Association 2024 · EPA 2023

Chart by masterestaurant.com

R E A L  C A S E

“We walked into a large-format themed restaurant, 320 seats and annual revenue above USD 5 million,
reporting 210 young people trained over two years to its impact fund. When we asked them to rebuild that
figure from payroll, 96 formal contracts survived, with twelve-month retention at 38%: the rest had churned
before month six, while the cost of maintaining the scenic build and the seating peaks kept pushing
operational variability. We instrumented three series —food cost variance, retention by cohort and waste in
kilos per service— and fourteen months later retention reached 71%, food cost fell from 34.8% to 30.2%,
and prime cost gave up 5.1 points. The fund did not approve the second round because of the 210 trained;
it approved because of the 96 that were verifiable.”

— Diego F. Parra, founder of Masterestaurant, on an M&E instrumentation engagement at a
themed operator above USD 5 million in annual revenue

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
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How is measurement instrumented in 90 days?

1 Phase 1 · Traceability diagnostic (days 1-30)
Deliverable: an inventory of data sources per operation —payroll, point of sale, purchasing,
inventory— with an auditability ruling indicator by indicator. Metrics that cannot be rebuilt from a
transactional record carrying date, amount and owner get discarded upfront. Success metric:
100% of dashboard KPIs with an identified primary source and at least 80% of them
reconstructible without manual intervention. The counterfactual gets defined here too, because
an indicator without comparison is an anecdote with decimals.

2 Phase 2 · Dashboard and micro-credentials (days 31-60)
Deliverable: an M&E console running the seven series of the indicator scorecard, plus issuance
of Open Badges micro-credentials carrying embedded performance evidence rather than
decorative wording. Masterestaurant S.A.S. supplies the platform as technology ally of the
model; SATE Institute defines the indicator framework and the methodological validation.
Success metric: at least 90% of the cohort's graduates holding a verifiable issued credential,
and food cost variance reported weekly at every linked operation.

3 Phase 3 · Verification and reporting to multilateral lenders (days 61-90)
Deliverable: a first results report carrying three-month retention by cohort, waste converted to
CO₂ equivalent using the EPA (2023) factor, and share of local purchasing traced by invoice.
Success metric: a report that survives independent review with no figure adjustments, and
retention at or above 70% at three months. A number the external evaluator corrects is a
number you paid for twice: once to produce it, once to defend it.

4 Phase 4 · Portfolio scalability (months 4-24)
Deliverable: the same scheme extended across the portfolio, with thresholds set by revenue
band —under USD 500 thousand, 500 thousand to 1 million, above 1 million, above 5 million,
and group or chain above 10 million— because the neighborhood operator is not measured with
the group's yardstick. Success metric: verification cost per intervened operation cut in half
versus the semiannual field audit, and at least 85% of the portfolio reporting continuously.

FA Q
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Questions from the board

What does it cost NOT to measure gastronomic social impact?

It costs the second financing round. A program without auditable indicators gets evaluated by elimination, and
the evaluator discounts whatever cannot be verified. With SMEs accounting for up to 40% of GDP in emerging
economies according to the World Bank (2024), the portfolio exists; what is missing is the evidence that makes it
financeable at scale.

What exactly is an Open Badges micro-credential and why does it matter here?

It is a digital object carrying performance evidence inside it: who issued it, against which criterion, with what
proof. It matters because it makes a food-service worker's training portable across employers, and portability is
what sustains retention in the sector rather than in one restaurant. A certified PDF verifies nothing on its own.

Why does a food cost indicator belong on an SDG 8 dashboard?

Because the survival of the economic unit is the condition for formal employment. With food and labor costs
35% above 2019 levels according to the National Restaurant Association (2024), a food cost above 32% per
dish anticipates closure, and closure destroys the very contracts the program booked as impact. The financial
indicator is a leading social indicator.

How do you separate the program effect from the market effect?

With an explicit counterfactual and comparable cohorts defined on day one of the design, never reconstructed at
the end. You declare contribution, not full attribution. A report claiming 100% of the result hands the evaluator
every reason to discount all of it, and that is the most expensive way to exaggerate.

D ATA  &  S O U R C E S

Sector data 2026 (official sources)

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

Metric Benchmark 2026 Source

Financiamiento global de comidas
escolares 2024

84.000 millones de USD (99%
de presupuestos nacionales)

PMA (WFP) — State of School Feeding
Worldwide 2024

Empleos de cocina generados por
programas de comidas escolares

7,4 millones de empleos
PMA (WFP) — State of School Feeding
Worldwide 2024

Aporte de la compra local de alimentos
para comidas escolares en Benín 2024

más de 23 millones de USD a
la economía

PMA (WFP) — State of School Feeding
Worldwide 2024
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Metric Benchmark 2026 Source

Aumento de ingresos de agricultores
por comidas escolares locales en
Burundi 2024

+50% de ingreso agrícola
PMA (WFP) — State of School Feeding
Worldwide 2024

Niños alcanzados por comidas
escolares en Medio Oriente y Norte de
África

23,5 millones de niños
PMA (WFP) — State of School Feeding
Worldwide 2024

Restaurantes independientes que
fracasan en su primer año en EE. UU.

17% (no el mito del 90%)
Estudio de economistas de UC
Berkeley (Parsa et al.), vía Oregon
State University 2024
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