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A HAPPYCHEF GUIDE

The Ultimate Guide to Your Menu & Drinks

Somewhere on your menu, right now, sits a dish that costs you money
every time it is ordered. It may well be the one you're proudest of. Guests
photograph it, reviews mention it — and tonight it will quietly drain
margin from your kitchen again. Which dish? If you can't answer within
ten seconds, your menu is making decisions without you.

A menu looks like a list of dishes. In reality it is a one-page shop where the
average guest spends 109 seconds — and where tiny choices move
thousands of euros a year: where a dish sits on the page, whether the
price wears a € sign, what the description whispers. This guide walks
through all of it in six chapters, from the four-box matrix that X-rays your
card to the seasonal re-tune that keeps it sharp. By the end you'll know
exactly what every plate earns — and why your bestseller might be your

worst dish.

Thibault Van de Sompele Founder of HappyChef
built with and for restaurant owners
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Happy Chef
THE SHORT VERSION

The short version

Classify every dish quarterly into Stars, Plowhorses, Puzzles and Dogs by
margin x popularity — then act on each quadrant differently.

Cost recipes to the gram a 28-32% food cost is fine-dining health; what
you don't measure drifts to 38%.

Price the experience, not the ingredients remove € signs, anchor with
one premium item, and let prix-fixe structure do the heavy lifting.

Drinks are half your margin engine wine by the glass, pairings and a
tight cocktail list often out-earn the kitchen per minute of labour.

Descriptions sell origin, technigue and taste words lift a dish's orders
measurably; sentimental clutter buries your Stars.
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THE MATRIX

Read your menu like an engineer: Stars,
Plowhorses, Puzzles, Dogs

—— KEY INSIGHT

Menu engineering plots every dish on two axes — contribution margin
and popularity — yielding four quadrants: Stars (high/high), Plowhorses
(popular, low margin), Puzzles (profitable, unpopular) and Dogs (neither).
One quarterly cycle of classify-then-act typically lifts overall menu margin
by 10-15%.

THE MATRIX FIG. 01

Plot every dish: margin x popularity

Plowhorses popular, low margin
Puzzles high margin, low sales
Dogs drop or rework

+'|0—15°/° sorting dishes into four quadrants can lift menu profit by 10-15%

You cannot manage a menu you have never measured. The method, refined since the
1980s and still unbeaten, takes one quiet afternoon per quarter: export your sales mix, cost
every dish honestly (chapter 2), and place each on the matrix.

THE FOUR QUADRANTS — AND THE ONLY CORRECT MOVE FOR EACH
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Quadrant Profile The move

Stars High margin, high Protect: never change them casually, give them prime
popularity menu real estate, train staff to mention them first

Plowhorses  Popular but thin Re-engineer: trim portion of the costly element,
margin renegotiate the key ingredient, or nudge price €1-2

Puzzles Profitable but Promote: better description, better placement, a server
ignored story — or rename the dish entirely

Dogs Low margin, low Remove without sentiment — every Dog steals attention
orders from a Star

The complete walkthrough with the costing spreadsheet logic is in menu engineering.

The discipline that makes it work

Two failure modes kill most attempts. First, costing by feel — "the duck is probably around
30%" — which chapter 2 cures. Second, sentiment: the chef's favourite Dog that survives
every cull because of the story attached to it. The matrix is not a critique of cooking; it is a
seating chart for dishes. Even a three-Michelin-star menu has Plowhorses — the craft is
knowing which ones earn their place.

@ DO THIS TONIGHT

Export last month's sales by dish. Without costing anything yet, mark your gut-

feel Stars and Dogs. Keep the list — after chapter 2 you'll cost them properly

and discover which instincts were expensive.

CHEF'S SECRET
Why your most expensive dish should never be your best seller

A luxury flagship — the caviar course, the whole turbot for two — earns most of its
money without being ordered. It anchors the price ceiling: next to a €120 plateau,
the €68 tasting menu reads as reasonable. Engineers call it the decoy effect. If the
flagship ever becomes your best seller, your ceiling is too low — raise it, and watch
the dishes beneath it sell easier.

GOING DEEPER

Menu engineering is the art and science of designing your menu to maximise revenue.
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It combines psychology, design and data to subtly guide guests towards dishes with higher
margins. In this comprehensive guide you'll learn the techniques top restaurants use to
increase their profitability without compromising on quality or the guest experience.

Your menu is more than a list of dishes - it's a sales tool. Just as a good webshop presents
products strategically, a cleverly designed menu can steer guests towards dishes that are
ideal both for them and for you. The best menu engineering feels natural to the guest,
while behind the scenes it significantly improves your profitability.

What is menu engineering?

Menu engineering is a systematic, data-driven approach to analysing and optimising your
menu. It was developed in the 1980s by Michigan State University and has since been
refined by hospitality professionals worldwide. It revolves around two core questions for
each dish:

1. Popularity: How often is it ordered compared to other items?

2. Profitability: How much do you earn on it (contribution margin = selling price minus
ingredient cost)?

By plotting each dish on these two dimensions in a matrix, you gain concrete insight into
which items you should promote, which need improving, and which might be removed
from your menu altogether.

The menu engineering matrix

Based on popularity and profitability, you divide dishes into four categories:

Stars

High popularity + High margin
- These are your flagship dishes - frequently ordered and profitable
- Strategy: Present them prominently, don't change them
- Place them on the "hot spots" of your menu (centre, top right)

- Train your staff to actively recommend them

Puzzles

Low popularity + High margin
- Profitable dishes that are underappreciated
- Strategy: Present and promote them better
- Improve the name and description
- Move them to a more prominent position
- Add a "Chef's recommendation" label

- Consider adding a photo


https://happychef.cloud/en/blog/guest-experience/improve-guest-experience.html
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Plowhorses
High popularity + Low margin
- Guests love them, but you earn little on them
- Strategy: Increase the margin without losing popularity
- Carefully raise the price (test in small steps)
- Optimise ingredients without sacrificing quality
- Analyse the portion size - can you sell side dishes separately?

- Move them to a less prominent position

Dogs

Low popularity + Low margin

- Neither popular nor profitable
- Strategy: Remove or drastically redesign them
- Some "dogs" serve a strategic function (children's menu, vegetarian)

- If they stay, place them inconspicuously and don't invest in them

Analysing your menu: a step-by-step plan

Step 1: Gather your sales data

Use restaurant analytics to collect, per dish:

- Number of times sold (past month/quarter)
- Cost price (ingredients)
- Selling price

- Contribution margin (selling price - cost price)

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS

What is menu engineering and how do | apply it in my restaurant?

Menu engineering analyses your dishes on popularity (how often ordered) and profitability
(margin). You categorise each dish as a "star", "plough horse", "puzzle", or "dog" and adapt
your menu design accordingly.

How do | use positioning on my menu to earn more?

Place stars in the most visible spots (top right of each page). Reposition puzzles or add
them to recommmendations. Remove dogs or raise their price. Minimise the visibility of
plough horses.

How do | calculate the profitability of each dish on my menu?

Subtract total ingredient costs from the selling price and divide by the selling price for the
profit margin. Aim for at least 65-70% margin per dish.


https://happychef.cloud/en/blog/digital-data/restaurant-analytics.html
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COST CONTROL

Control the cost under every plate — to the
sram

—— KEY INSIGHT

Food cost control means a recipe card with gram-level costing for every
dish, weekly tracking of the overall percentage, and systematic waste
reduction. Fine dining is healthy at 28-32% food cost; unmeasured menus
drift toward 38% through portion creep, price inflation and bin losses.

COST CONTROL FIG. 02

Food cost drifts without weekly tracking

target 28-32%

380/0 left unwatched, food cost creeps from a healthy 28-32% up toward 38%

Margin is not made at the till; it is made on the cutting board. Three silent leaks take it
away: portion creep (the 160g portion that became 180g because nobody weighs
anymore), supplier drift (the cream that rose 14% across six invoices nobody compared),
and the bin (trim, overproduction, the special that didn't sell).

Recipe cards are the contract

Every dish gets a card: ingredients in grams, current supplier price, yield after trim, target
plate cost. This isn't bureaucracy — it is the only way the menu you engineered in chapter 1
stays engineered. When the card says the venison plate costs €9.40 and the matrix says it's
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a Star at €34, you have a fact. Without the card you have a mood. The full method is in
controlling food costs.

Waste is margin in the bin

Studies put restaurant food waste at 4-10% of food purchased — at fine-dining ingredient
prices, the top of that range is a full point of net margin. The countermeasures compound:
trim-to-garnish thinking (the fennel fronds are the plate's garnish, not the bin's), prep-to-
par sheets driven by reservation forecasts, and a weekly five-minute bin audit. Deep tactics
live in reducing food waste.

- Weigh the five costliest proteins at plating for one week each quarter — portion creep
dies in daylight.

- Re-quote your top ten ingredients twice a year; loyalty without comparison is charity to
your supplier.

- Cost the staff meal — it is part of food cost, and the honest number changes behaviour.

@ DO THIS TONIGHT

Take your single best-selling dish and cost it to the gram against this week's
invoices. If the true percentage surprises you by more than two points, you've

found the first leak — and probably not the biggest one.

GOING DEEPER

In hospitality, every euro counts, and nowhere is that more visible than in your food
costs.

With average food costs of 28-35% of revenue, ingredients are one of the largest cost items
in your restaurant. The difference between a profitable and a loss-making restaurant often
comes down to just a few percentage points saved on food costs. In this comprehensive
article, we share proven strategies to bring your food costs under control without
compromising on quality or guest experience.

What is food cost percentage and why is it crucial?
Your food cost percentage is the most important financial indicator of the health of your
restaurant operation. The calculation is simple:

(Total ingredient costs / Total food revenue) x 100 = Food cost percentage

A healthy percentage lies between 28-35%, depending on your concept. Fine dining
restaurants may run towards 35-40% due to more expensive ingredients and lower
volumes, while fast casual concepts aim for 25-30%. Know your own benchmark and
measure against it consistently.

10
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Why is this percentage so important? Because it directly determines your profit margin. If
your food cost rises from 30% to 35%, you lose 5 percentage points of your revenue as profit.
On an annual revenue of 500,000 euros, that's 25,000 euros less profit, simply through
inefficient cost control.

The four pillars of effective food cost management

Successful cost management rests on four fundamental pillars that work together.
Weakness in one pillar undermines the efforts of the others.

1. Smart and strategic purchasing
Purchasing is where cost management begins. What you pay for ingredients directly

determines your margin, but there's more to it than just comparing prices:

- Negotiate actively: Ask for discounts on larger volumes, long-term contracts, or
exclusivity. Suppliers are happy to give discounts in exchange for certainty. Read our
complete guide on restaurant supplier negotiation for the 8 proven tactics.

- Compare suppliers systematically: Request at least 3 quotes for your staple products
and review them every quarter. Prices fluctuate, and loyalty without comparison costs
money.

- Buy seasonally: Seasonal produce is cheaper, fresher and tastes better. Adapt your
menu to what's available rather than the other way around.

- Buy locally where possible: Less transport often means lower prices, fresher products,
and better relationships with suppliers who can be more flexible.

- Negotiate return options: Agree on what happens with products that don't meet
quality standards.

- Order smartly: Order more often in smaller quantities to prevent spoilage, especially for
perishable products.

Build personal relationships with your suppliers. They can tip you off about deals, help you
in last-minute emergencies, and think along with you about cost savings.

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS

What is the ideal food cost percentage for a restaurant?

Aim for 25-32% of revenue for food costs. Fine dining sometimes runs higher due to
expensive ingredients. If your food cost rises above 35%, direct optimisation is needed.

How do | calculate my restaurant's food cost percentage?

Food cost % = (opening stock + purchases - closing stock) / revenue x 100. Measure your
opening and closing stock monthly and add up all purchases.

How do | control portion sizes to keep food costs in check?

Work with portion cards showing exact gram weights per dish, use a kitchen scale for
critical ingredients, and train your kitchen team on consistent portions. Inconsistent
portioning is one of the biggest causes of uncontrollable food costs.

n
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PRICING

Price the experience, not the ingredients

—— KEY INSIGHT

Menu pricing works when it manages perception: remove currency
symbols, avoid price columns that invite scanning, anchor with one
premium item, and use prix-fixe or tasting structures to shift the decision
from price-per-dish to value-per-evening. Cost-plus pricing alone
systematically underprices fine dining.

PRICING FIG. 03

Anchor the price, sell the middle

€34.00 feels expensive

€19,90 feels cheap

1,Gx clean numbers — no currency symbol, no .99 — lift the average check, here €28 to €44

Cost x 3 is arithmetic, not strategy. Guests do not experience your costs; they experience an
evening — and they judge its price against anchors you control. The craft is to set those
anchors deliberately.

Five levers, all tested

- Drop the € sign. Research on menu pricing found guests spend significantly more
when currency symbols are absent — "34" reads as a number; "€34,00" reads as a
payment.

- Break the price column. Prices aligned in a tidy right-hand column invite top-to-bottom
price shopping. Nest each price quietly at the end of the description instead.

12
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- Anchor high. One genuinely premium item per section resets what "expensive" means
(see chapter 1's secret).

- Charm endings have a class signal: 9-endings (€19,90) whisper discount; whole
numbers (34) read as confidence. Fine dining prices in whole numbers.

- Mind the sweet spread: keep mains within a roughly 1.6x band — a €26-t0-€68 spread
mMmakes guests price-anxious; €28-to-€44 keeps the choice about appetite.

Structure beats sticker

The strongest pricing move in fine dining isn't a number at all — it is structure. A prix-fixe
alongside a la carte moves the decision from thirty prices to one, lifts average ticket
predictably, and calms the kitchen. At the summit, the tasting menu turns pricing into
storytelling: one number, one journey, margins engineered course by course where no
guest can unbundle them.

@ DO THIS TONIGHT

Print your current menu and circle every € sign and every price sitting in a neat
right-hand column. That's tomorrow's design fix — zero cost, measurable lift,

and nobody will consciously notice what changed.

GOING DEEPER

Few decisions in your restaurant have as broad an impact as the choice between prix
fixe and a la carte.

It goes far beyond "how much choice do | give my guests". It is a decision about the
financial architecture of your business: how predictable is your revenue, how much food
waste do you generate, how efficiently does your kitchen operate, and which guest do you
attract? In this article we systematically analyse both formats, with particular attention to
the UK fine dining scene and the concrete impact on your bottom line.

Whether you run a fine dining establishment like the top players in London and Edinburgh,
or a bistro looking to scale up — the choice of your menu format co-determines your long-
term success. Let's start from the basics.

Prix fixe or a la carte? A strategic choice with major consequences

Every restaurant owner faces this question sooner or later. And yet it is rarely answered
deliberately: most establishments simply do "what has always been done" in their sesgment.
That is a missed opportunity, because the choice of your menu format has direct
conseqguences for:

- Cash flow and revenue predictability: Do you already know on Monday what you will
earn on Friday?

- Purchasing costs and food waste: Are you ordering too much or too little?

13
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- Staffing and labour costs: How many people do you need per service?
- Kitchen logistics and quality control: How much variation must your kitchen handle?

- Guest experience and positioning: Which audience are you attracting?

Both formats have strong points. The question is: which format suits your concept, your
target audience and your ambitions? And can you perhaps combine the best of both
worlds?

What exactly is prix fixe?

Prix fixe — literally "fixed price" — is a menu format in which guests order a complete meal
for one pre-determined price. This typically comprises three to five courses: an amuse-
bouche, starter, intermediate course, main course and dessert. Sometimes a cheese course
or wine pairing is included or available as a paid addition.

The concept has deep roots in French and British gastronomy. The great chefs of the
nineteenth century turned the table d'héte — a communal table with a set menu — into an
art form. Today, the prix fixe menu is the dominant format in UK fine dining. Starred
restaurants such as The Fat Duck (Bray), Restaurant Gordon Ramsay (London) and
L'Enclume (Cartmel) work almost exclusively with set menus. Not by coincidence: the
format fits perfectly with their philosophy of a total experience and with their operational
needs.

What makes prix fixe structurally different from a la carte?

- Guests do not choose by individual dish, but accept a culinary journey
- The price is clear and transparent from the moment of booking
- The kitchen knows exactly what to prepare for each service

- Allergies and dietary requirements are communicated in advance via the reservation
system

It is not simply "no more choice" — it is a deliberately curated offering that takes the guest
along on a pre-conceived culinary experience.

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS

Which is more profitable for a restaurant: prix fixe or a la carte?

Prix fixe is generally more profitable due to lower food waste, more efficient mise-en-place,
and better table turnover. A la carte has higher margins per dish but more cost variability.
The best restaurants combine both.

How do | put together a profitable prix fixe menu?

Select dishes with a good food cost ratio (max 30%), make the mise-en-place efficient with
shared ingredients, and set a price that retains at least a 65% margin.

When should | choose a lunch menu versus a dinner menu with different prices?

A cheaper lunch menu attracts business guests and locals during quieter hours. Keep
lunch preparation simpler than the evening menu to avoid overloading your kitchen team.

14
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LIQUID MARGIN

Build a drinks program that earns like a second
kitchen

—— KEY INSIGHT

Drinks routinely deliver 20-30% of fine-dining revenue at margins the
kitchen can't match. The engine has four parts: a wine list built around by-
the-glass rotation, pairings priced as a product, a tight signature cocktail
list, and aperitif/digestif moments staged into service.

LIQUID MARGIN FIG. 04

Drinks earn like a second kitchen

Pairing suggested _ about 60% say yes

Nothing offered almost none

Added to the bill about 2x the spend

20—30% drinks deliver 20-30% of revenue — suggest a €14 pairing and most guests accept

No section of the menu converts attention into margin faster than the liquid one. A €14
glass of wine takes ninety seconds of labour; a €14 plate takes a brigade. Yet most rooms
treat the wine list as a library and the aperitif as an accident. Treat both as products.

The wine list is for selling, not collecting

A list of 400 bins impresses sommmeliers and intimidates guests into the second-cheapest
bottle. A working list — profiled in wine list & beverage management — is tighter: every
bottle has a job, by-the-glass selections rotate with the menu (and with what needs selling),
and storage costs are counted as the working capital they are. Train the floor with

15
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confident wine advice: the question "shall | pick something for the table?" is the single
highest-margin sentence in service.

Stage the liquid moments

Moment Product Why it works

Arrival House aperitif, offered by "A glass of our cuvée while you read?" converts
name ~60% when offered, ~0% when not

Ordering Pairing as default option "With or without the pairing?" reframes it from

extra to choice

Main The second-glass check at Refill timing, not pressure — see upselling that
course the right second feels like service
Dessert Digestif trolley or cheese Theatre sells what menus can't

course

A short signature cocktail list — five drinks that belong to your concept — completes the
engine: cocktail margins beat wine, and a named house serve becomes marketing guests
photograph.

@ DO THIS TONIGHT

Count tonight's covers, then count how many were offered — not asked for,
offered — an aperitif by name. The gap between those numbers, times €11,

times 300 nights, is the size of the product you haven't launched yet.

CHEF'S SECRET
The pairing trick that doubles uptake

Houses with the highest pairing attachment never sell it as an add-on. The menu
prints the tasting menu price with pairing first, the without-price second — and
the server asks "with or without the wine journey?" Choice architecture does the
rest: uptake roughly doubles versus "would you like to add wines?", with zero
pressure and a happier table. The pairing also lets the sommelier move stock by
the glass that would never sell by the bottle.

GOING DEEPER

16
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A well-thought-out wine list can make the difference between an average and an
outstanding evening for your guests, and between a tight and a healthy margin for
your business.

Beverages, and wine in particular, are often the most profitable category on your menu. Yet
many restaurant owners struggle to put together an attractive wine list that both appeals
to guests and is financially sound. In this comprehensive guide you'll learn everything about
building a successful wine list and optimising your beverage management.

Why beverages matter so much for your revenue

In most restaurants the gross margin on beverages sits between 65% and 80%, while the
margin on food is often between 60% and 70%. This difference makes beverages a crucial
factor for your profitability. A restaurant that sells £100,000 of wine per year at a 70% margin
keeps £70,000. At a 65% margin that's £65,000 - a difference of £5,000 purely from better

pricing.

What's more, your beverage offering influences the overall guest experience. A well-chosen
wine heightens the enjoyment of a meal, which leads to better reviews and returning
guests.

The basics: building your wine list

Know your target audience

Before you select bottles, consider who your guests are and what they're looking for:

- Casual dining: Approachable wines, recognisable grapes, friendly prices.
- Fine dining: A deeper selection, premium options, trained staff who can advise.
- Bistro/brasserie: A balance between quality and price, good house wines.

- Themed restaurant: Wines that match the cuisine (Italian? Italian wines).

The right size

A good wine list isn't necessarily a large wine list. Quality over quantity:

- Small (10-20 wines): Ideal for casual restaurants, easy to manage and to train staff on.

- Medium (20-50 wines): Suitable for most restaurants, offers enough choice without
overwhelming.

- Large (50+ wines): For wine bars and fine dining with trained sommmeliers.

Every wine on your list should be there for a reason. A wine that never sells ties up capital
and can spoil. Use restaurant analytics to analyse which wines sell and which don't.

Balance in the selection

Make sure there's variety in:

- Type: Red, white, rosé, sparkling and possibly dessert wines.
- Style: Light to full-bodied, dry to sweet.
- Price: Entry-level to premium, with a good spread.

- Origin: A mix of well-known regions and surprising discoveries.

17
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- Grapes: Recognisable classics as well as interesting alternatives.
Food pairing considerations
Your wine list should match your menu. A few guidelines:

- Seafood calls for fresh, mineral white wines or light rosés.
- Red meat calls for sturdy red wines with tannins.
- Vegetarian dishes are often versatile - medium-bodied wines work well.

- Spicy cuisines pair well with slightly sweet wines or wines with low alcohol.

With a seasonal menu you can also make your wine list seasonal: refreshing wines in
summer, richer ones in winter.

Pricing strategy: The Golden Mean
£18-25

Entry-level

£30-45

Best seller

£50-80

Premium

£80+

Prestige

Most guests choose the second or third cheapest option

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS

How large should my wine list be as a restaurant?

A selection of 20-40 wines is ideal for most restaurants. Too small a list gives guests little
choice; too large increases stock costs and causes choice paralysis.

How do | manage my drinks stock without large losses from expired products?

Use FIFO (First In, First Out): place new stock behind existing stock. Check all drinks
monthly for expiry and process slow movers into cocktails or promotions.

How do | calculate the right selling price for beers and craft beers?

Use a factor of 3-4x the purchase price for beers. For bottled craft beers this can rise to 4-5x

given the smaller volumes and higher purchase cost.

18
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THE CARD ITSELF

Write and desigh a card that sells the right
dishes

—— KEY INSIGHT

Guests read a menu for under two minutes, scanning predictable zones.
Winning cards use that scan: Stars in the first and last positions of each
section, descriptions built from origin + technique + taste, no clutter or
sentimental essays, and allergen clarity that signals craft instead of
compliance.

THE CARD ITSELF FIG. 05

A well-designed card sells more

Plain list no lift

guests scan a card in under two minutes — highlight 7 items or fewer per section and
+27% .
sales rise

Everything engineered so far is delivered through one artefact: the card in the guest's
hands. Two minutes of attention, mostly spent on the first and last items of each section
and anything visually distinct. Spend those seconds deliberately.

Placement is silent salesmanship

- First and last in each section get disproportionate orders — seat your Stars there, never
your Dogs.

- One box, frame or chef's mark per page maximum: highlight everything and you
highlight nothing.

19
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- Seven items per section is the comfortable ceiling; beyond it, choice anxiety pushes
guests to the familiar — usually a Plowhorse.

Descriptions are the second salesperson

The formula that lifts orders, dish after dish: origin + technique + taste. "North Sea turbot,
beurre blanc grilled, charred lemon" out-sells "Turbot with lemon" because every word
earns its place. Research on descriptive labels shows they lift a dish's sales by up to 27% and
improve post-meal taste ratings. Skip the adjective inflation — "delicious", "famous",
"mouthwatering" sell nothing. The full craft is in writing menu descriptions.

Allergens: clarity is class

Fine dining handles allergens in the dialogue — "we ask every table about allergies" —
backed by a kitchen matrix per dish. A card cluttered with fourteen icons reads like a
pharmacy; a confident note ("allergies? tell us — almost everything can adapt") reads like
craft. Both the law and the guest are better served by the second.

@ DO THIS TONIGHT

Rewrite your three Puzzles (profitable, ignored) with the origin + technique +
taste formula, and move one to the top of its section. Track their orders for two

weeks — this is the cheapest A/B test in hospitality.

GOING DEEPER

Your menu is the most widely read marketing document in your restaurant. Every
guest reads it, word by word, at the precise moment they decide what — and how
much — they are going to spend. And yet it remains the most neglected salesperson in
the house.

Restaurant owners invest in a talented chef, a considered interior, the lingering aroma of
freshly baked bread. But the words used to present each dish — the actual sales copy — are
often typed up in five minutes at the kitchen table. That is a missed opportunity, because
the effect of menu language is measurable, significant and remarkably cheap to achieve.

In this article we dissect the psychology and craft of menu descriptions: from the landmark
Cornell study that demonstrated a 27% uplift in sales, to the subtle art of price presentation,
provenance storytelling and sensory language. We write specifically for fine dining
restaurants, where the tension between minimalist restraint and evocative seduction is
felt most acutely.
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Why the words on your menu determine how food tastes

The most counter-intuitive truth in gastronomy: a guest does not taste only with their
tongue. They taste with their expectation. And that expectation is shaped largely by the
menu, long before a plate reaches the table.

The foundational research comes from Brian Wansink at Cornell University. In a controlled
study, guests were presented with identical dishes — once with a plain label ("red beans
and rice") and once with a descriptive, evocative name ("Cajun red beans and rice from
Louisiana"). The results were striking:

- The descriptively named dishes sold 27% better;
- Guests rated the same food as more delicious and more appealing;
- They also perceived it as better value for money — at an identical price;

- And they were more likely to return.

In other words: the description changed not only what people chose, but how the food
actually tasted. That is not a marketing trick — it is expectation management, a
mechanism rooted deep in the neuroscience of flavour perception. Your menu is your first
course.

In fine dining this effect is even more pronounced, because guests have deliberately
chosen to take their time, to read, to be transported. A well-written menu builds
anticipation — and anticipation is, as we explore in our article on the multisensory fine
dining experience, one of the most powerful levers for guest satisfaction.

The two schools: minimalism versus evocation

Before you write a single word, you must make a fundamental choice. In contemporary
gastronomy there are two dominant styles, and they are mutually exclusive.
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FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS

Do descriptive menu descriptions really increase sales?

Yes. The landmark study by Cornell University (Brian Wansink) showed that dishes with a
descriptive, evocative name sold up to 27% more than the same dishes with a plain label.
Guests also rated the food as more delicious and better value for money. The words on your
menu shape perception before the first bite is even taken.

Should | remove the pound sign from my menu?

In fine dining: often yes. Cornell research (Yang, Kimes & Sessarego) showed that guests
presented with a menu listing bare numerals spent significantly more than guests whose
menus included a currency symbol. The symbol triggers the "pain of paying". Write prices
as a bare number (38) without a symbol and without decimal places, and avoid a right-
aligned price column with leader dots that encourages guests to price-shop.

How long should a menu description be?

Two schools of thought apply in fine dining. The minimalist menu lists only the key
ingredients ("Scottish langoustine, fennel, dill") and leaves the rest to the service team. The
evocative menu uses one to two sentences combining provenance, technigue and one
sensory detail. Keep it under 20 to 25 words per dish: beyond that the description becomes
counterproductive. Choose one style and apply it consistently across the entire menu.

Which words sell best on a menu?

Three categories are proven to perform better: provenance labels (the farmer's name, the
region, the breed — such as Hereford, Aberdeen Angus or Welsh Lamb PGl), sensory and
technique words ("slow-roasted", "velvet-smooth", "wood-smoked") and nostalgic or
authentic references ("as served in the farmhouse kitchen"). Avoid hollow marketing
language such as "delicious" or "fresh" — it adds nothing. Let the ingredients and the
technique do the work.
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RHYTHM

Make the seasons re-tune the machine for you

—— KEY INSIGHT

A seasonal menu cycle is the maintenance schedule of menu
engineering: four times a year, ingredients get cheaper and better
simultaneously, Dogs exit gracefully, Puzzles get re-staged, and the card
stays newsworthy. Each rotation is also a costed re-run of every chapter in
this guide.

RHYTHM FIG. 06

Re-tune the menu four times a year

4x a year

4)( refresh the menu each season — cheaper ingredients, better margin, fresh stars

Seasonality is the only force in hospitality that improves quality and margin at the same
time: asparagus in season costs less and tastes better than asparagus out of season, with
marketing built in. A seasonal menu is therefore not a creative indulgence — it is the
maintenance cycle of the whole engineering machine.
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The quarterly ritual

Each menu change, run the loop in order — it takes one afternoon with the numbers and
one tasting session with the brigade:

- Re-run the matrix (chapter 1) on the outgoing card: which Stars survive the season
change? Which Dogs finally exit, hidden gracefully behind "making room for the new
season"?

- Re-cost everything (chapter 2) at the new season's prices — last quarter's recipe cards
are already wrong.

- Re-anchor pricing (chapter 3): the new flagship sets the ceiling; check the spread didn't
drift.

- Rotate the glasses (chapter 4): by-the-glass list and pairings follow the kitchen, and the
cellar's slow movers get their by-the-glass exit.

- Re-stage the card (chapter 5): new Stars to the power positions, fresh descriptions, one
new highlight.

Then let the change make noise: the new menu is a ready-made campaign for your
marketing system, and the sales data it generates feeds the next quarter's matrix. The loop
closes itself — margins, like sauces, are made by reduction and repetition.

@ DO THIS TONIGHT

Put the next menu-change date in the calendar now, with a two-hour "matrix +

costing" block one week before it. The ritual that gets scheduled is the ritual

that happens.

GOING DEEPER

Working with seasonal ingredients isn't just a culinary choice - it's a smart business
strategy that strengthens your restaurant on several fronts.

Seasonal menus lower your purchasing costs, raise the quality of your dishes, give guests a
reason to come back, and position your restaurant as a place that takes quality and
craftsmanship seriously. In this article you'll discover exactly how to implement seasonal
menus successfully in your restaurant.

Why seasonal menus work
The benefits of working seasonally are numerous and touch every aspect of your restaurant

business. Let's look at them one by one.

1. Lower purchasing costs

Seasonal produce is abundantly available and therefore significantly cheaper than products
that have to come from far away or are grown in greenhouses. Asparagus in May costs a

24


https://happychef.cloud/en/blog/marketing/ultimate-guide.html

Wappy«aef

fraction of what it costs in December. Tomatoes in August are not only tastier but also
much more affordable than in February.

By buying smartly to the rhythm of the seasons, you can lower your food costs by 10-20%
while raising quality at the same time. This improves your margins directly and gives you
room to invest in other aspects of your restaurant.

2. Better quality and flavor

Products at their peak are more flavorful, fresher and more nutritious. A tomato ripened in
full sun actually tastes of something, while a winter tomato from the greenhouse is often
watery and bland. Your dishes automatically become better when you work with top-
quality ingredients.

Guests taste this difference. They may not be able to put it into words, but they sense that
your dishes are different, better, with more depth and character. This sets you apart from
restaurants that serve the same thing all year with varying quality.

3. Story and marketing

Seasonal menus give you constant content for social media and marketing. "New: our
autumn game menu" is far more interesting than a static menu that never changes. Four
times a year you have a legitimate reason to ask for attention and share news.

What's more, you can tell the story: where does your asparagus come from? Which local
farmer supplies your pumpkin? How does your chef select the best game? These are the
stories that resonate with modern guests who value provenance, quality and authenticity.

4, Guests keep coming back

A changing offering gives loyal guests a reason to come more often. They know there's
always something new to discover. If your menu is the same all year, why would regulars
come every month? With seasonal menus you create anticipation: "Game season starts in
September, we have to go!"

This mechanism strengthens customer loyalty in a natural way. Guests feel connected to
your restaurant because they move with the seasons and look forward to their favorite
seasonal dishes.
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FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS

What are the advantages of a seasonal menu for my restaurant?

Lower purchasing costs (seasonal produce is cheaper and more available), higher quality,
better sustainability, and a reason for guests to return regularly.

How do | communicate my seasonal menu effectively to guests?

Announce it on social media 1-2 weeks before launch, send an email to your guest base,
and update your Google Business Profile menu. Train staff to mention it spontaneously at
the table.

How do | plan my purchasing for a seasonal menu?

Build a relationship with 2-3 local suppliers who keep you informed weekly about
availability. Align your mise-en-place with reservation numbers to minimise waste.
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E-BOOK

How engineered is your menu?

I:l Every dish has a gram-level recipe card with current costs
|:| We classify dishes into the four quadrants at least twice a year
Overall food cost is tracked weekly against a 28-32% target
Our card has no € signs and no neat price column

One premium anchor item tops each section

By-the-glass wine and pairings rotate with every menu change

OO0
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READY TO BEGIN

Want the matrix without the
spreadsheet?

HappyChef tracks your sales mix, margins and trends automatically
— so every menu change starts from facts, not feelings.

Free, 30 minutes, no strings attached
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