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Q U I C K  V E R D I C T

Flat pricing no longer survives the 2026 cost structure: food and labor inputs each climbed
35% since 2019 according to the National Restaurant Association (2024), while large U.S.
chains moved menu prices +42% between 2020 and 2025 against 22% general inflation
(One Haus). That gap gets managed by DAYPART, not by a blanket increase: the same
menu performs differently at 12:30 with 90% of tables seated than at 4:00 p.m. with 22%.
Diego F. Parra reads these public figures plainly: an operator who refuses to split menu
and service structure by daypart is subsidizing peak hour with off-peak margin, and the
other way around.
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A two-top at 1:10 p.m. on a Tuesday and that same two-top at 4:40 p.m. are not the same business, even
though they share tablecloth, menu and price. The first has a line behind it and a measurable opportunity cost;
the second carries identical fixed costs with zero demand pressure. Yet 2026 is still full of urban restaurants
charging the same in both moments and then wondering why contribution margin never closes at month end.

The cost picture leaves no room for laziness. According to the National Restaurant Association (2024), food and
labor costs each rose 35% since 2019, and base hourly pay in U.S. restaurants reached 14.20 USD after a 4%
increase in 2024 per 7shifts. In Colombia, ACODRES (2025) reported a 9.8% rise in menu prices since February
2025 to sustain 98,000 jobs: that was not greed, that was accounting survival.

This Masterestaurant analysis synthesizes public data from the National Restaurant Association, Toast,
McKinsey, 7shifts, ACODRES, QSR Magazine and Harvard Business School to build a daypart decision map.
There is no proprietary sample and no primary survey here: there are real external sources, organized and read
by a consultant who has spent twenty years on the cash side of the business. The contribution is the reading,
not the number.

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

Side-by-side comparison

PEAK DAYPART (12:00-14:30 ·

19:30-21:30)

OFF-PEAK DAYPART (14:30-

18:00 · AFTER 22:00)

Input cost pressure (2019
base)

✕ +35% in food per the National
Restaurant Association (2024)

✓ +35% in food per the National
Restaurant Association (2024)

Hourly labor cost (U.S., 2024) ✕ 14.20 USD/hour, up 4%, according to
7shifts (2024)

✓ 14.20 USD/hour, up 4%,
according to 7shifts (2024)

Available menu price runway
(2020-2025)

✕ +42% applied by large chains per
One Haus

✓ +22% general inflation as
reference ceiling per One Haus

Guest tolerance for waiting ✕ 26 minutes without a reservation in
2024, up from 20 in 2023, per Toast

✓ Wait close to 0 minutes;
tolerance is never spent

Available check lever (self-
service)

✕ 8-15% higher check at kiosk per QSR
Magazine (2024)

✓ Up to 30% higher check at kiosk
per McDonald's

Revenue lever from
personalization

✕ 5-15% revenue increase according to
McKinsey (2021)

✓ 5-15% revenue increase
according to McKinsey (2021)

Reputational return per review
star

✕ +5% to 9% revenue per star per
Harvard Business School

✓ +5% to 9% revenue per star per
Harvard Business School

Effect of cutting 5 minutes of
average wait

✕ +10% likelihood of a repeat visit per
ScanQueue (2026)

✓ No measurable effect: there is
no wait to cut
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Finding 1 — The time slot is not an operational detail: it is the real business unit
Every time slot in an urban restaurant works as a separate business unit, with its own demand, its own opportu‐
nity cost and therefore its own justified price. The arithmetic becomes obvious once you look straight at it: the
National Restaurant Association (2024) documented a 35% rise in food costs and another 35% in labor costs
since 2019, and that weight runs across the full clock, not just the two hours when the dining room fills up. Base
hourly pay in U.S. restaurants closed 2024 at 14.20 USD after rising 4%, according to 7shifts, which means an
empty mid-afternoon shift burns exactly the same money as the lunch peak, with no revenue to offset it.
Charging identically at both moments is not commercial neutrality; it is walking away from the information your
own operation hands you daily. Flat pricing destroys margin because it pushes the entire adjustment onto a gen‐
eral menu increase, the most expensive and most visible lever available.

Finding 2 — Why does flat pricing destroy margin precisely when costs climb?
Between 2020 and 2025 large U.S.

chains raised menu prices 42%, nearly double the 22% general inflation of the period, according to One Haus,
and that path was walked mostly through even increases applied to the whole menu and the whole schedule.
Colombia repeats the pattern: ACODRES (2025) reported a 9.8% rise in dish prices from February of that year
to sustain 98,000 jobs in the sector. When you move the entire menu, you punish equally the guest who comes
on Tuesday at four in the afternoon —who was willing to show up for less— and the one who comes Friday at
nine, who would have paid more without blinking. You lose one and subsidize the other. Tolerated wait time is
the best available thermometer of how much demand pressure a slot can bear before it breaks. Toast waitlist
data shows that in 2024 guests would wait up to 26 minutes without a reservation, against 20 minutes in 2023:
six extra minutes of patience in a single year, and that patience is latent price almost nobody charges.

Finding 3 — The hourly map starts by measuring wait time, not occupancy
On the other side of the same figure sits the penalty, because according to ScanQueue (State of Customer
Waiting 2026), every five minutes shaved off average wait raises repeat-visit probability by 10%. There sits the
tension you must resolve rather than dodge: the peak slot tolerates waiting and therefore admits a higher price,
but each additional minute in line erodes the recurrence that keeps the weak slots alive. You charge the peak;
you manage the line. This Masterestaurant analysis synthesizes verifiable external sources —National
Restaurant Association, Toast, McKinsey, 7shifts, ACODRES, QSR Magazine and Harvard Business School—
and arranges them into a decision map by time slot. There is no proprietary sample and no primary survey, and
it is worth stating plainly: what Diego F. Parra contributes here is the READING, not the number. Twenty years
sitting on the cash side teach you that a loose figure decides nothing; what decides is the order in which you ap‐
ply it.

Finding 4 — A consultant reading public data, not an invented survey
And order matters: first measure real occupancy per slot across four full weeks, then calculate the contribution
margin of each one, and only then touch price. Reversing that sequence —moving prices and afterwards hunt‐
ing for data to justify them— is the mistake that repeats most often in urban restaurants that already bill well.
Self-service works as a check lever precisely in the slots where staffing pressure squeezes hardest. QSR
Magazine (2024) documented that kiosk checks run 8% to 15% above counter checks, with Yum reporting
roughly 10% more, while McDonald's has communicated increases of around 30% in average check with its
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kiosks. Future Ordering logged a case of +35% after integrating them. Now, a range running from 8% to 35%
does not describe magical technology: it describes very different operations measuring different things. What
stays consistent across all of them is the direction. If your 2:00 to 5:00 p.m.

Finding 5 — The kiosk is not technology, it is a pricing decision by slot
slot has a cold dining room and one extra team member on the floor, the kiosk turns that dead hour into check
without adding payroll, and that differential goes straight to margin because the fixed cost was already running
anyway. Two revenue levers operate above the hourly map and almost always go unused. McKinsey (2021)
quantified between 5% and 15% the revenue lift attributable to personalizing the guest experience, and Michael
Luca, of Harvard Business School, measured in his Yelp study that each additional star in a rating translates into
5% to 9% more revenue. Combine those figures with the reality of a valley slot and you get the scenario almost
nobody runs: if you drop price 12% Monday through Thursday between four and six in the afternoon, fill that
hour to 60% occupancy, and those guests leave reviews that lift your rating half a star, the reputational effect
raises the peak slots —where price is high— and recovers the discount granted several times over.

Finding 6 — Personalization and reputation: two levers that do not depend on the clock
The discount was never a discount; it was buying reputation. Building the hourly map demands three figures for
every two-hour block, measured across four consecutive weeks to neutralize the noise of a payday fortnight or a
holiday: average occupancy, average check, and labor cost assigned to that block. With those numbers in hand,
the decision rule is dry. A block above 85% occupancy with sustained waits near the 26 minutes Toast reported:
that block admits a higher price or a reduced high-margin menu. A block under 40% with payroll running at 14.20
USD an hour according to 7shifts: that block needs a differentiated offer, not a general discount. And the middle
block, the one usually left in no man's land, is where the 5% to 15% personalization lift measured by McKinsey
pays best, because there is free capacity to serve well without compromising peak service. The biggest risk in
slot-based pricing lies not in the method but in applying it over data you do not have.

Finding 7 — The risk nobody books: moving prices without having measured anything
A restaurant that raises Friday-night prices 15% without verifying that real occupancy in that block exceeds 85%
is not doing dynamic pricing; it is gambling with the contribution margin of its best slot. And if it gets that wrong,
the cost doubles, because beyond losing covers it risks the rating that Luca (Harvard Business School) tied to
5%-9% of revenue. The context forgives no trial and error either: with food and labor 35% higher since 2019 ac‐
cording to the National Restaurant Association (2024), the cushion for mistakes ran out long ago. Measure
four weeks before touching a single figure on the menu, and start with the slot you know worst. SOURCES
SYNTHESIZED: National Restaurant Association (2024) for input and labor cost evolution; 7shifts (2024)
for U.S.

Finding 8 — Sources, scope and method of this synthesis
base hourly pay; One Haus for the 2020-2025 menu price runway; Toast for wait tolerance; QSR Magazine
(2024) and McDonald's for kiosk effects on check; McKinsey (2021) for personalization returns; Harvard
Business School (Michael Luca) for the revenue effect of reviews; ACODRES (2025) for the Colombian market;
ScanQueue (2026) for the effect of waiting on repeat visits. TIME WINDOW: the data spans 2019 to 2026, with
most of it concentrated between 2023 and 2025. The 2019 base is used deliberately because it is the last com‐
parable pre-pandemic year and because the National Restaurant Association keeps it as the reference point in
its cost series. SELECTION CRITERION: only figures published by an identifiable organization, with a year,
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measuring a verifiable operational phenomenon —cost, price, check, wait, revenue— were included. Vendor
data without published methodology was discarded, as was any projection unaccompanied by the historical se‐
ries behind it. When two sources measure the same thing with different results, both appear and the divergence
gets explained rather than averaged away.

Finding 9 — Sources, scope and method of this synthesis — in practice
CONTRAST: kiosks offer the clearest example. QSR Magazine (2024) places the check lift between 8 and 15%,
with Yum near 10%; McDonald's reports close to 30%; Future Ordering documents +35% in its integration case.
The real range is not a number, it is a spread that depends on menu type and on the venue's digital starting
point. HONEST LIMITATIONS: most available quantitative sources are U.S.-based, so absolute values do not
transfer unadjusted to Bogotá, Mexico City or Madrid; ACODRES (2025) provides the only Latin American refer‐
ence in this analysis. Second, no public source breaks check down by daypart with segment granularity, so the
daypart split in this document is a READING built on aggregate data, not a direct measurement. Third, the 2019-
2026 window carries pandemic distortion, which inflates any comparison against the base. AUTHORSHIP: the
synthesis, the organization of sources and the daypart reading belong to Diego F. Parra and the
Masterestaurant team. The figures belong to the organizations cited.

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

Error versus correct practice, criterion by criterion

PRICING STRUCTURE

A ·  P E A K  D AY PA R T  ( 1 2 : 0 0 - 1 4 : 3 0  ·  1 9 : 3 0 -
2 1 : 3 0 )

One price from open to close, with blanket
increases when food cost bites.

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Daypart-

differentiated pricing on star items, 5 to 9%
at peak.

Verdict: Daypart pricing wins. The National Restaurant Association (2024) documents a 35%
input rise since 2019: a flat increase pushes that cost into the valley too, where no demand exists
to absorb it.
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STAFFING SIZING

A ·  P E A K  D AY PA R T  ( 1 2 : 0 0 - 1 4 : 3 0  ·  1 9 : 3 0 -
2 1 : 3 0 )

Fixed staffing sized to peak and held
across the whole shift.

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Tiered staffing

against the occupancy curve in thirty-
minute blocks.

Verdict: Tiering wins. At the 14.20 USD/hour base per 7shifts (2024), carrying three extra people
through two and a half off-peak hours exceeds 100 USD a day of invisible bleed.

PEAK WAIT MANAGEMENT

A ·  P E A K  D AY PA R T  ( 1 2 : 0 0 - 1 4 : 3 0  ·  1 9 : 3 0 -
2 1 : 3 0 )

Improvisation at the door and a waitlist on
paper or in the host's head.

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Virtual queue

with digital notification and explicitly
managed tolerance.

Verdict: The virtual queue wins. The Journal of Service Research (2025) measured +10.8%
overall satisfaction versus not having one, and Toast documents that guests now tolerate 26
minutes without a reservation.

PEAK-HOUR CHECK CAPTURE

A ·  P E A K  D AY PA R T  ( 1 2 : 0 0 - 1 4 : 3 0  ·  1 9 : 3 0 -
2 1 : 3 0 )

Every order routed through a server, with
the service minute as the bottleneck.

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Kiosk or digital

ordering for high-rotation flow, servers
focused on experience.

Verdict: The hybrid model wins, with caveats. QSR Magazine (2024) reports 8-15% higher check
and McDonald's close to 30%: the spread depends on your menu, so pilot one daypart before
committing capital.
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OFF-PEAK STRATEGY

A ·  P E A K  D AY PA R T  ( 1 2 : 0 0 - 1 4 : 3 0  ·  1 9 : 3 0 -
2 1 : 3 0 )

Flat discount across the whole menu to try
to fill the room.

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

reformulated menu with food cost under
32% and a concrete reason to visit.

Verdict: Reformulation wins. Flat discounting destroys average check without creating demand;
McKinsey (2021) attributes a 5 to 15% revenue increase to personalizing experience, which is
what off-peak lets you do properly.

MEASUREMENT AND CONTROL

A ·  P E A K  D AY PA R T  ( 1 2 : 0 0 - 1 4 : 3 0  ·  1 9 : 3 0 -
2 1 : 3 0 )

Total daily sales and aggregate monthly
food cost get reviewed.

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

dashboard of occupancy, check, food cost
and paid hours, all by daypart.

Verdict: The daypart dashboard wins. Monthly aggregates average the valley with the peak,
making it mathematically impossible to spot where contribution margin evaporates.

S I D E - B Y- S I D E  C O M PA R I S O N
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What the average urban restaurant does M E A S U R E D  E R R O R

What the public data says actually works M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T

One menu and one price across fourteen operating hours, with the same theoretical contribution
margin at 1:00 p.m. and at 4:30 p.m.

✕

Blanket price increases when food cost bites, mimicking the +42% One Haus documented in large
chains without their volume or their negotiating power.

✕

Staffing sized to peak and held through the valley, with the 14.20 USD/hour that 7shifts (2024) reports
running against a half-empty dining room.

✕

Zero measurement of occupancy by daypart: management reviews daily sales, never hourly sales
against the labor cost of that same hour.

✕

Peak-hour waits handled by improvisation, even though Toast documents that guests now tolerate 26
minutes and that asset converts into check.

✕

The valley gets attacked with flat discounts, which cut average check without touching the cause:
nobody has a reason to walk in at 4:00 p.m.

✕

Menu split by daypart with distinct pricing and menu engineering, holding food cost under 32% in both
windows through different routes.

✓

Surgical increases on high-rotation peak items and capture pricing off-peak, using the gap One Haus
documents between chains' +42% and 22% general inflation.

✓

Staffing tiered against the real hourly curve, with service structure and server training tuned to the kind
of table each daypart brings.

✓

A daypart occupancy dashboard crossed with hour-by-hour labor cost, the only way to see where
contribution margin evaporates.

✓

Kiosk or digital ordering at peak to capture the 8-15% check lift QSR Magazine (2024) documents
without adding a payroll hour.

✓

Personalized off-peak offers, capturing the 5-15% revenue increase McKinsey (2021) attributes to
personalized experiences.

✓

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

PEAK DAYPART (12:00-14:30 ·

19:30-21:30)

OFF-PEAK DAYPART (14:30-

18:00 · AFTER 22:00)

Input cost pressure (2019
base)

✕ +35% in food per the National
Restaurant Association (2024)

✓ +35% in food per the National
Restaurant Association (2024)

Hourly labor cost (U.S., 2024) ✕ 14.20 USD/hour, up 4%, according to
7shifts (2024)

✓ 14.20 USD/hour, up 4%,
according to 7shifts (2024)

Available menu price runway
(2020-2025)

✕ +42% applied by large chains per
One Haus

✓ +22% general inflation as
reference ceiling per One Haus

Guest tolerance for waiting ✕ 26 minutes without a reservation in
2024, up from 20 in 2023, per Toast

✓ Wait close to 0 minutes;
tolerance is never spent

Available check lever (self-
service)

✕ 8-15% higher check at kiosk per QSR
Magazine (2024)

✓ Up to 30% higher check at kiosk
per McDonald's

Revenue lever from
personalization

✕ 5-15% revenue increase according to
McKinsey (2021)

✓ 5-15% revenue increase
according to McKinsey (2021)

Reputational return per review
star

✕ +5% to 9% revenue per star per
Harvard Business School

✓ +5% to 9% revenue per star per
Harvard Business School

Effect of cutting 5 minutes of
average wait

✕ +10% likelihood of a repeat visit per
ScanQueue (2026)

✓ No measurable effect: there is
no wait to cut

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

The 2026 hourly map scorecard

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

42%
U.S. large-chain menu price increase 2020-2025

26min
wait tolerated without a reservation
in 2024, up from 20 in 2023

14.2 USD
U.S. restaurant base hourly wage, up 4% in 2024
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V ISUAL I ZAT ION

The numbers, visualized

rise in U.S. food and labor costs since 2019

35%

U.S. large-chain menu price increase 2020-2025

42%

wait tolerated without a reservation in 2024, up from 20 in 2023

26min

U.S. restaurant base hourly wage, up 4% in 2024

14.2USD

upper bound of check lift with self-service kiosks

15%

menu price increase in Colombia since February 2025

9.8%

Sources: National Restaurant Association 2024 · One Haus · Toast 2024 · 7shifts 2024 · QSR Magazine 2024

15%
upper bound of check lift with self-service kiosks

9.8%
menu price increase in Colombia since February 2025

Chart by masterestaurant.com

R E A L  C A S E
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“We ran a single menu and a single price from eleven in the morning to eleven at night for three years.
When we broke sales down by daypart against the labor cost of that same hour, the 3:00 to 5:30 p.m.
window showed the dining room at 20% with full payroll running: every afternoon cost us money to stay
open. We did not raise prices across the board; we moved fourteen high-rotation lunch items between 6
and 9%, shut the hot line off-peak and left a short café menu with high contribution margin. In four
months food cost dropped from 34.1% to 30.8% and the afternoon went from subtracting to contributing.
What stung most was realizing the problem was never the price: it was charging the same for two
different businesses.”

— Operations director of a three-unit urban full-service restaurant group, advised by
Masterestaurant in 2025

H O W  T O  A P P LY  I T  I N  Y O U R  R E S TA U R A N T

How to place your venue on the hourly map

1 Build the real hour-by-hour occupancy curve
Export sales and guest counts from the POS in thirty-minute blocks across four full weeks,
holidays included. Skip the daily average: the average hides exactly what you are hunting for.
Cross each block with payroll hours actually paid in that same block. At the 14.20 USD/hour
base 7shifts (2024) reports, a two-and-a-half hour valley carrying three extra people costs more
than 100 USD a day that nobody books as a loss.

2 Classify each window by demand pressure rather than by clock time
Peak is any window with a line or a risk of turning a table away; off-peak is where capacity sits
idle. Toast documents that guests now tolerate up to 26 minutes without a reservation, against
20 in 2023, and that tolerance is a genuine economic asset: at peak the market grants you
permission to operate with less discount and more contribution margin, provided your service
structure holds the experience while the guest waits.

3 Apply differential pricing to the right dishes
No blanket increase. Take the eight to fifteen highest-rotation peak items —the ones menu
engineering classifies as stars— and move price there between 5 and 9%, far below the +42%
One Haus documents in large chains. Off-peak, do the opposite: short menu, food cost under
32%, capture pricing. The National Restaurant Association (2024) already justifies the move
with its 35% input cost rise since 2019.
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4 Reassign staffing and server training to the curve, not to the clock
Peak server training and off-peak server training chase different outcomes: peak drills table
turnover, sequence and anticipation; off-peak builds suggestive selling and relationships. A
restaurant service training program that ignores that split produces staff who are excellent for
one window and useless for the other. And with the +5% to 9% revenue return per additional
review star measured by Harvard Business School, peak service quality pays twice.

5 Automate check capture where the minute is worth most
At peak, every server minute spent on order entry is margin walking out. QSR Magazine (2024)
puts the kiosk check lift between 8 and 15%, with Yum near 10%, while McDonald's reports
close to 30% in its own results. The spread is enormous because it depends on your menu and
your digital starting point, so pilot one daypart before committing capital. AI applied to BOH
helps forecast production per block and cut off-peak waste.

6 Build the dashboard and close the loop weekly
Occupancy by daypart, average check by daypart, food cost by daypart and paid hours by
daypart, on one screen the team reviews every Monday. McKinsey (2021) attributes a 5 to 15%
revenue increase to personalized experience, and personalizing without daypart data is
impossible. Without that weekly close, any price adjustment turns into a hunch nobody audits,
and margin dilutes again the following quarter.

FA Q

Frequently asked questions about daypart pricing

Does daypart pricing annoy guests?

Not when the differential is coherent and visible. Urban diners already live with variable pricing in transport,
hotels and cinemas. The National Restaurant Association (2024) documents a 35% input cost rise since 2019:
the market understands something has to move. What genuinely annoys people is the silent blanket increase.

How much can I raise peak prices without losing traffic?

The healthy range this analysis supports is 5 to 9% on the highest-rotation items, never across the full menu.
One Haus documents that large chains moved menus +42% between 2020 and 2025 against 22% general
inflation, and an independent venue lacks that reputational room to maneuver.

Do self-service kiosks work in a full-service restaurant?

They work at peak and for specific orders, not as a substitute for service. QSR Magazine (2024) reports 8 to
15% higher check with kiosks, and McDonald's close to 30% in its format. The difference between those figures
is the business model, so pilot one daypart before investing across the dining room.
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What do I do with the valley when discounting fails to fill seats?

Change the offer before the price. Short menu, food cost under 32% and a concrete reason to come at that
hour. McKinsey (2021) attributes a 5 to 15% revenue increase to personalization, and off-peak gives you the
service time that peak will never grant you to build it.

How do I cite this analysis in a report or thesis?

Use this form: Parra, D. F. (2026). Masterestaurant Analysis of Daypart Pricing 2026: The Hourly Map of the
Urban Restaurant. Masterestaurant. Note that the quantitative figures belong to the organizations cited —
National Restaurant Association, Toast, One Haus, 7shifts, McKinsey, QSR Magazine, Harvard Business
School, ACODRES, ScanQueue— and that Masterestaurant's contribution is the synthesis and the
daypart reading.

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

Propina promedio en
servicio completo

La propina promedio en restaurantes de servicio
completo fue ~19.3-19.4% (2024)

Toast 2024

Propina promedio en
servicio rápido

La propina promedio en restaurantes de servicio
rápido fue ~15.8-16% (2024)

Toast 2024

Satisfacción del cliente en
servicio completo

Índice de satisfacción (ACSI) de restaurantes de
servicio completo: 82 sobre 100 (2024)

American Customer
Satisfaction Index (ACSI) 2024

Satisfacción del cliente en
servicio rápido

Índice de satisfacción (ACSI) de restaurantes de
servicio rápido: 79 sobre 100 (2024)

American Customer
Satisfaction Index (ACSI) 2024

Base muestral del estudio
ACSI

El estudio ACSI de restaurantes 2024 se basó en
14,604 encuestas

ACSI Restaurant and Food
Delivery Study 2024

NPS promedio en
hospitalidad

El NPS promedio de la industria de hospitalidad
es ~44

Qualtrics XM Institute 2024
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