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QUICK VERDICT

Verdict: restaurant profitability doesn't live in the check size or the cover count — it lives
in how much operating margin each occupied seat and each rented square meter leaves
behind. The industry's average pre-tax operating margin was 10.66% (NYU Stern /
Damodaran, 2024 dataset), and publicly traded chains barely reach 12%-13% after tax
(WhippleWood CPAs, 2026). In unit-economics terms: if prime cost tops 65% and labor
exceeds the 34.2% that profitable operators hold (NRA, 2024 data), a seat can bill heavily
and still leave no EBITDA. This analysis synthesizes real public sources by segment —
fast casual, full service and QSR, across 1 unit, 3-10 and multi-unit — so you know where
your operation lands before deciding price, capacity or square footage.
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2 Masterestaurant Study / Sector Synthesis Expert synthesis - cited industry sources - 12 min read

- 2026-07-10

INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY OF MASTERESTAURANT® — EXCLUSIVE FOR SECTOR LEADERS

This is a Masterestaurant Analysis: an expert synthesis of real public sector data (National Restaurant
Association, NYU Stern, Toast, ReFED, Sofer Advisors, WhippleWood CPAs), not primary research with a
proprietary sample. The read and the segment-level organization of the data are Diego F. Parra's contribution;
the figures belong to the cited sources.

The question it answers: how much does a seat and a square meter really leave, and which segment does my
restaurant fall in? The answer shifts sharply between a single-unit QSR and a multi-unit fast-casual group, and
almost no owner looks at it disaggregated.

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON

Side-by-side comparison

PROFITABLE RESTAURANT (TOP
QUARTILE)

AVERAGE INDUSTRY
RESTAURANT

Operating margin (pre-tax) X Target 212% toward the 12%—-13% v 10.66% industry average (NYU

net range of listed chains Stern / Damodaran, 2024)

(WhippleWood 2026)

Labor / sales (full service) X 34.2% of sales (profitable

operators, NRA 2024)

v 36.5% of sales (average, NRA
2024)

Labor as % of total spend X Held below 25% of spend v Over 25% of spend in 2024, up
from 23% in 2021 (Toast / Restaurant

Dive 2024)

Response to cost inflation

EBITDA multiple at sale (fast-

casual)

Food waste / surplus

X Redesigns menu and engineering
before raising price

X 4x—7x EBITDA (Sofer Advisors)

X  Controlled with counting and tight
buying

v 90% raised prices and 60% cut
menu items (NRA 2024)

v Average sale 2.80x—3.65x EBITDA
(Sofer Advisors)

v' Full service holds >43% of
foodservice surplus (ReFED 2024)

Finding 1 — What do profit per seat and per square meter really measure?

A restaurant's profitability lives not in the check or the cover count, but in how much EBITDA each oc-
cupied seat and each rented square meter leaves behind.

The sector's average pre-tax operating margin was 10.66% in the 2024 dataset (NYU Stern / Damodaran), a
thin floor on which every point of mismanaged prime cost eats a visible slice of the result per seat. Profit per
seat = annual EBITDA + number of seats; it is not sales per seat, because a seat can bill a lot and leave zero i
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prime cost is out of control. Profit per m? = annual operating margin + usable meters, and it penalizes the meters
that do not produce: wide aisles, oversized storage, underused terrace. At Masterestaurant, Diego F. Parra in-
sists on reading both figures disaggregated, not gross revenue. The sector's operating margin, 10.66% on aver-
age per NYU Stern (2024 dataset), means that of every 100 dollars sold barely under 11 remain before taxes,
and that floor defines what a seat truly leaves.

Finding 2 — Why does the 10.66% margin change the whole per-seat calculation?

Publicly traded restaurant chains operate better, with a 12% to 13% after-tax operating margin
according to WhippleWood CPAs (Restaurant Financial Benchmarks 2026), thanks to scale and
centralized purchasing.

On such a thin margin, payroll rules: profitable full-service operators spent 34.2% of sales on labor versus
36.5% for the average in 2024 (National Restaurant Association). Those 2.3 points of difference, multiplied by
the annual sales each seat supports, are almost all the EBITDA that separates a seat that produces from one
that merely occupies space. That is why the per-seat view exposes what the income statement hides. Payroll
consumed more than 25% of restaurant expenses in 2024, up from 23% in 2021 according to Toast (via
Restaurant Dive), and 98% of operators said their labor costs rose that year (National Restaurant Association).
That pressure explains why 90% of full-service operators raised prices in 2024 and 60% pulled dishes from
the menu (National Restaurant Association): these are menu-engineering moves to protect margin per seat,
not caprice.

Finding 3 — How did payroll and pricing hit per-seat results in 2024?
When the sector's operating margin hovers around 10.66% (NYU Stern), every ungoverned point of pay-
roll translates directly into lost EBITDA per seat.

The Masterestaurant reading is simple: a seat billing high with runaway prime cost leaves less than a modest
seat with disciplined costs, and the owner almost never looks at that figure disaggregated by seat. The square
meter that does not produce still pays rent, which is why profit per m®> —annual operating margin + usable me-
ters— penalizes every wide aisle, oversized storeroom and underused terrace. With a sector operating margin
of 10.66% (NYU Stern, 2024 dataset) and payroll consuming more than 25% of expenses (Toast 2024), there is
no room for dead surface. This explains the rise of models that squeeze every meter: the global ghost-kitchen
market reached 72.06 billion dollars in 2024 (Credence Research), because they eliminate the dining room and
live off productive kitchen space.

Finding 4 — Why is the idle square meter the invisible cost?

And it is not marginal: roughly 75% of traffic operates off-premise (Circana), which lets operators re-
design the floor so that fewer dining-room meters yield more EBITDA.

Diego F. Parra recommends mapping the margin each zone produces before signing a lease renewal. The mar-
ket pays for sustainable EBITDA per unit, not gross revenue, and sale multiples confirm it: the average when
selling a restaurant runs 2.80x to 3.65x EBITDA (Sofer Advisors). The range widens by model: fast-casual con-
cepts are valued at 4x to 7x EBITDA, while fine dining falls to 2x to 4x EBITDA (Sofer Advisors), because their
cost structure and chef dependence reduce replicable profitability per seat. A single-location independent is
worth only 1.5x to 3x SDE, the owner's discretionary earnings (Sofer Advisors), which penalizes the lack of
scale. The operating conclusion is direct: improving EBITDA per seat and per m? does not only fatten monthly
cash flow, it multiplies the resale value of the business.
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Finding 5 — What do sale multiples reveal about profitability per unit?

At Masterestaurant we measure both profitabilities because they are the valuation lever. Profit per seat
changes radically between a single-location QSR and a multi-unit fast-casual group, and almost no own-
er looks at it disaggregated by segment.

The fabric is overwhelmingly small: in Brazil's bar and restaurant sector, 94% are micro-enterprises and 65% are
individual micro-entrepreneurs (ABRASEL 2024), a profile that rarely separates margin per seat from average
check. Scale weighs on valuation: multi-unit fast-casual trades at 4x-7x EBITDA versus the 1.5x-3x SDE of a
single-location independent (Sofer Advisors). And the sector moves real economy: every R$1,000 spent in bars
and restaurants injects R$3,650 into the Brazilian economy (ABRASEL 2024). This Masterestaurant ANALYSIS
is an expert synthesis of public data —National Restaurant Association, NYU Stern, Toast, ReFED, Sofer
Advisors, WhippleWood— organized by Diego F. Parra, not a proprietary sample.

Finding 6 — How do waste and tips erode EBITDA per seat?

Waste and tip structure drain margin before the owner notices it in the per-seat income statement.
Foodservice generated 17.9% of the total U.S.

food surplus in 2024 (ReFED), and full-service restaurants contributed more than 43% of that surplus (ReFED
2024): food bought, paid for and thrown out that comes straight from EBITDA per seat. The wage structure adds
another layer: tips represent 58.5% of the hourly income of U.S. waitstaff (Clockify 2025), which shapes the pay-
roll design that already weighs more than 25% of expenses (Toast 2024). With a sector operating margin of
10.66% (NYU Stern), waste of 4% or 5% of purchases can erase the profitability of an entire seat. Diego F.
Parra repeats it: the most expensive seat is the one serving dishes that end up in the trash.

Finding 7 — What concrete action does an owner take this week?

Calculate your annual EBITDA, divide it by the number of seats and by usable meters, and compare both
figures against the sector floor:

10.66% average operating margin (NYU Stern, 2024 dataset) and a target payroll of 34.2% of sales as profitable
operators achieve (National Restaurant Association 2024). If your profit per m? is low, map which zones pro-
duce: with roughly 75% of traffic operating off-premise (Circana), you may have excess dining room and too little
productive kitchen. If it is low per seat, attack prime cost before price, because 90% of the sector already raised
prices in 2024 and 60% trimmed the menu (National Restaurant Association) and margin did not move. The
market pays 2.80x-3.65x EBITDA per unit (Sofer Advisors): every point you recover per seat is worth several
times that in valuation. The Masterestaurant framework and the ecosystem tools turn these two numbers into
cash decisions.

Finding 8 — What profit per seat and per m? really measures

Profit per seat = annual EBITDA + number of seats. Not sales per seat: a seat can bill heavily with uncontrolled
prime cost and leave zero. Profit per m? = annual operating margin + usable meters. It penalizes meters that
don't produce (wide aisles, oversized storage, underused terrace). The sector runs at a 10.66% average operat-
ing margin (NYU Stern 2024): on that floor, every mismanaged point of prime cost eats a visible slice of EBITDA
per seat. Sale multiples (2.80x—3.65x EBITDA average, Sofer Advisors) confirm the market pays for sustainable
EBITDA per unit, not gross revenue.

POINT BY POINT
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Profitable vs average: what separates the seat that leaves EBITDA

OPERATING MARGIN

A - PROFITABLE RESTAURANT (TOP B - MASTERESTAURANT 10.66% industry
QUARTILE)

average (NYU Stern 2024)
Target 212% toward the listed-chain ceiling

of 12%—-13% net (WhippleWood 2026)

Verdict: The average leaves little cushion; every mismanaged point of prime cost shows in
EBITDA per seat.

LABOR / SALES

A - PROFITABLE RESTAURANT (TOP B - MASTERESTAURANT 36.5% in the
QUARTILE)

average (NRA 2024)
34.2% in profitable operators (NRA 2024)

Verdict: 2.3 points separate profitable from average: it's the fastest lever on the seat.

COST RESPONSE

A - PROFITABLE RESTAURANT (TOP B - MASTERESTAURANT 90% raised
QUARTILE)

prices, 60% cut items (NRA 2024)
Menu engineering and waste before price

Verdict: Raising price without prior engineering erodes table turnover and healthy check.
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EXIT MULTIPLE

A - PROFITABLE RESTAURANT (TOP B - MASTERESTAURANT Average sale
QUARTILE)

2.80x—3.65x EBITDA (Sofer Advisors)
Disciplined fast-casual 4x—7x EBITDA

(Sofer Advisors)

Verdict: Sustained profit per seat is what pushes the multiple toward the ceiling.

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON

A seat that leaves EBITDA TOP QUARTILE

X Full-service labor at 34.2% of sales (NRA 2024): 2.3 points below the average.
X Prime cost governed below 65%: food cost and labor read together, not apart.
X Exit multiple of 4x—7x EBITDA in fast-casual (Sofer Advisors): discipline pays at sale.

X Raises price as the last lever, after menu engineering and waste control.

A seat that bills but doesn't leave MASTERESTAURANT

v Labor at 36.5% of sales (NRA 2024): margin evaporates in off-peak hours.
v Prime cost uncontrolled: 98% of operators reported rising labor costs (NRA 2024).
v Reflex reaction: 90% raised prices, 60% cut items (NRA 2024) — with no prior engineering.

v" Unmeasured waste: full service adds >43% of foodservice surplus (ReFED 2024).

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

PROFITABLE RESTAURANT (TOP
QUARTILE)

Operating margin (pre-tax) X Target 212% toward the 12%-13%
net range of listed chains

(WhippleWood 2026)

Labor / sales (full service) X 34.2% of sales (profitable
operators, NRA 2024)

Labor as % of total spend X Held below 25% of spend

Response to cost inflation X Redesigns menu and engineering

before raising price

EBITDA multiple at sale (fast-
casual)

X 4x-7x EBITDA (Sofer Advisors)

Food waste / surplus X  Controlled with counting and tight

buying

THE NUMBERS THAT MATTER

The scorecard: real external figures by segment

10.66

Industry average pre-tax
operating margin (2024 dataset)

12

%=-13%

After-tax operating margin of publicly traded chains

342,

Labor/sales of profitable operators
(full service) vs 36.5% average

25 %

Labor as share of spend in 2024, up from 23% in 2021
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AVERAGE INDUSTRY
RESTAURANT

v 10.66% industry average (NYU
Stern / Damodaran, 2024)

v 36.5% of sales (average, NRA
2024)

v Over 25% of spend in 2024, up
from 23% in 2021 (Toast / Restaurant
Dive 2024)

v 90% raised prices and 60% cut
menu items (NRA 2024)

v Average sale 2.80x-3.65x EBITDA
(Sofer Advisors)

v Full service holds >43% of
foodservice surplus (ReFED 2024)
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X-7X

EBITDA multiple of fast-casual concepts at sale

A3 o

Full-service share of foodservice surplus

VISUALIZATION

The numbers, visualized

Industry average pre-tax operating margin (2024 dataset)

G 10567

After-tax operating margin of publicly traded chains

G

%-13%

Labor/sales of profitable operators (full service) vs 36.5% average

Ny 34.2%

Labor as share of spend in 2024, up from 23% in 2021

G

EBITDA multiple of fast-casual concepts at sale

aa

X-7X

Full-service share of foodservice surplus

G

Sources: NYU Stern (Damodaran) 2024 - WhippleWood CPAs — Restaurant Financial Benchmarks 2026 - National
Restaurant Association — Operations Data Abstract 2025 (2024 data) - Toast / Restaurant Dive 2024 - Sofer Advisors
— Restaurant Valuation Guide

Chart by masterestaurant.com

REAL CASE
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https://vantainsights.com/insights/restaurant-profit-margins
https://whipplewood.com/insights/financial-benchmarks-for-restaurants/
https://restaurant.org/research-and-media/research/restaurant-economic-insights/analysis-commentary/elevated-labor-costs-had-a-significant-impact-on-restaurant-profitability-in-2024/
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https://www.restaurantdive.com/news/toast-survey-inflation-labor-traffic/802424/
https://soferadvisors.com/insights/blog/how-much-is-a-restaurant-worth-complete-valuation-guide/
https://soferadvisors.com/insights/blog/how-much-is-a-restaurant-worth-complete-valuation-guide/
https://masterestaurant.com/

“The mistake | see again and again: the owner celebrates a Saturday of 180 covers and never sees that

the seat left zero. When we disaggregated by seat and by m? we found the terrace — 30% of the meters
— contributed 8% of EBITDA. We closed eight low-turnover tables, moved two cooks to peak hours, and
labor dropped from 37% to 34% of sales. Revenue fell 4%, but EBITDA per seat rose 21%. Profitability
wasn't in filling up; it was in governing prime cost meter by meter.”

— Diego F. Parra, Masterestaurant consultant — reading the synthesis

HOW TO APPLY IT IN YOUR RESTAURANT

How to place your restaurant on the scorecard

®

©)

®

FAQ

Set your segment before comparing

Locate yourself in the matrix fast casual / full service / QSR % 1 unit / 3-10 / multi-unit. A single-
unit QSR isn't measured against full service's 34.2% labor (NRA 2024): each segment has its
healthy range. Without this step, any benchmark misleads.

Compute EBITDA per seat and per m?

Take your annual EBITDA and divide it by seats and by usable meters. Compare against the
sector's 10.66% operating margin (NYU Stern 2024): if your margin lands below, the problem is
almost never capacity — it's prime cost.

Govern prime cost, not price

Add food cost + labor. Profitable operators hold labor at 34.2% of sales (NRA 2024) and food
cost per dish <32%. Before raising price — which 90% of the sector did (NRA 2024) — do menu
engineering and control waste.

Reassign unproductive meters

Identify which meters produce no EBITDA. Full service holds >43% of foodservice surplus
(ReFED 2024): waste lives in poorly governed meters and processes. Redesign layout and
buying before thinking about more seats.

Frequently asked questions about profit per seat and per m?

What operating margin is healthy for a restaurant in 2026?

The sector average was 10.66% pre-tax (NYU Stern / Damodaran, 2024 dataset), and listed chains reach 12%—
13% after tax (WhippleWood CPAs 2026). A well-governed independent should aim above 10.66% by controlling

prime cost and waste.
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Is it better to look at profit per seat or per square meter?

Both, because they measure different things. The seat reveals whether capacity produces EBITDA; the square
meter reveals dead meters. With a sector margin of 10.66% (NYU Stern 2024), a single unproductive meter
weighs — that's why the analysis disaggregates them together by segment.

Why does my restaurant bill a lot and leave no profit?

Almost always it's uncontrolled prime cost. 98% of operators reported rising labor costs (NRA 2024) and
average labor rose to 36.5% of sales versus 34.2% for profitable ones (NRA 2024). Billing isn't leaving EBITDA:

a seat can fill and still not yield.

How much is my restaurant worth based on its profitability?

The market pays for sustainable EBITDA per unit. A single-unit independent sells at 1.5x—3x SDE and the
average runs 2.80x—3.65x EBITDA,; disciplined fast-casual reaches 4x—7x EBITDA (Sofer Advisors). Profit per

seat is what multiplies that number.

DATA & SOURCES

Sector data 2026 (official sources)

Verifiable industry benchmarks from official, non-commercial sources (government, industry associations,

market research) - not competitors.

Metric

Promedio histérico de inflacion de
comida fuera de casa

Tasa de cierre de restaurantes en
el primer afio

Restaurantes nuevos que cierran
o cambian de duefio

Comisiones de tarjeta (swipe
fees) totales en EE. UU.

Comisién promedio de tarjeta por
venta

Ventas totales del sector
restaurantero en EE. UU.

Propiedad Intelectual de Masterestaurant® — Exclusivo para Lideres de Sector -

www.masterestaurant.com - Original Study - Masterestaurant Analysis of Profit per Seat &amp; per m? 2026: the real operating margin sits near 10.66%, not what your P...

Benchmark 2026

3,5% por ano

Aproximadamente 14-17% (datos
gubernamentales)

~26% en el primer ano; ~60% en
tres afios

Cerca de $187 mil millones al afio

2,35% por transaccion

$1,5 billones (trillion) proyectados
para 2025

Source

USDA Economic Research Service

U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics / UC
Berkeley (via Washington Post)

Cornell University (estudio de
supervivencia)

National Restaurant Association

Texas Restaurant Association 2025

National Restaurant Association, State of
the Restaurant Industry 2025

masterestaurant.com
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https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/food-price-outlook/summary-findings
https://www.owner.com/blog/restaurant-failure-rate
https://www.owner.com/blog/restaurant-failure-rate
https://www.menutiger.com/blog/restaurant-failure-rate-statistics
https://www.menutiger.com/blog/restaurant-failure-rate-statistics
https://restaurant.org/issues-and-advocacy/policy-agenda/swipefees/
https://spectrumlocalnews.com/tx/austin/news/2025/11/26/credit-card-fees-restaurant-struggle-charges
https://restaurant.org/research-and-media/research/
https://restaurant.org/research-and-media/research/

