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t's no secret that restaurants fail at a
high rate. We all see entrepreneurial
chefs and operators come and go each
year. It is my opinion that in many cases
it is related to the lack of proper docu-
mentation of the recipe and the identi-
fication of our costs related to produc-
ing the menu items for the guest.

It can be stated restaurant
operations today do not
have accurate recipes costs.
Recipe costs are the foun-
dation of much more stra-
tegic functions such as the
menu engineering process
and theoretical performance
benchmarking.

Too frequently recipes are not written with

the details needed nor are all the processes and
costs accounted for. There is now increased
pressure of managing not only cost
of ingredients, but the additional
labor and overhead costs as well.
Recipes can assist in identifying
and managing all the costs relat-
ed to the operation. Every process
should and can be accounted for
no matter how simple.

Developing true costs for the
menu items is a concept that can
bring about greater benefits such
as better training tools, greater dis-
cipline, consistent product quali-
ty, improving profits, and overall
greater efficiencies.
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First, when addressing ingredient costs,
there are two primary concepts to assist in ob-
taining accurate costs: accounting for all the
processes and proper weights and measures.

The first basic concept states that anytime
a product or production item changes form,
no matter how simple it may be, the process
and costs should be accounted for. As an ex-
ample, let’s take fresh basil. When purchasing
fresh basil from your local produce company,
it comes packaged usually by the pound. The
basil is still on their stems when it is received
by the restaurant. In order to make the basil us-
able, all the basil leaves need to be picked off.
Although in terms of complexity, this is a very
simple task, we need to account for the loss or
the finished weight. If we paid $7.50 a pound
and did not account for the loss properly, we
would have used the incorrect cost $0.469 an
ounce on our recipes. The reality is that not ev-
erything is useable.

In the example we used, it was determined
that only 11 ounces were useable resulting in
a new cost of $0.682 per ounce. This is the ac-

curate cost to utilize moving for-
ward. When working with fine
dining and high end restaurants,
the recipes can be very complex
and the simple example above
only reinforces the need to ac-
count for all the known losses
and the associated costs.

It may surprise you
how the costs ac-
cumulate. If all the
processes are not
accounted for, the
cost you are devel-
opingwillbe un-
derstated and
any profit over-
stated.
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In addition to accounting for proper yields,
the second piece of recipe costing is taking a
recipe written by a culinary professional and
converting it to proper weights and measures.
As an example, many recipes will call out for a
cup, tablespoon, or teaspoon of an ingredient.
Utilizing these utensils ensures portion con-
trol and proper execution. However, for recipe
costing, we need to account for the associated
weights.

For example, a cup of feta cheese is not go-
ing to be eight ounces for costing. When the
cup of feta cheese is placed on a digital scale,
what you will discover is that the true weight is
not close to eight ounces (4.0 ounces). Just as
accounting for the proper yields is important,
it is just as important to account for the proper
weights and measures to determine your reci-
pe costs as well.

Accurate recipe costs be-
come the base of many
other things such as menu
engineering, obtaining the-
oretical costs and commod-
ity price impacts. Without
determining accurate costs,
the operation cannot possibly
plan properly for success.
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With the high level of competition in the in-
dustry, it would be detrimental not to make the
most informed decisions. Some of the emotion
of a new menu item needs to be combined with
the analytical side to confirm the addition or
the removal of a menu item. Although pursu-
ing a higher level of accuracy may take some
initial work and investment of time, it is energy
and money well spent in the end. It will assist
in improving the profitability of the restaurant
operation.

Part 2 of 2: The Challenge of Recipe Costing for
Today’s Entrepreneurial Chef will appear in the
next issue of Entrepreneurial Chef and will ad-
dress the ability to account for labor and over-
head costs on a recipe to obtain a total cost for
each menu item.
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