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QUICK VERDICT

Verdict: scheduling shifts against a demand forecast by daypart —not against habit— is
the only proven path to pull labor cost toward 30% of sales without degrading service.
With automated scheduling, per 7shifts (2024), 80% of operators cut 3+ hours a week off
building rosters; and with a ~USD 45 sales-per-labor-hour target (National Restaurant
Association), the gap between a forecasted shift and an intuitive one is worth several
EBITDA points a year. The expensive error is not overpaying one hour: it is having

the wrong headcount in the wrong daypart. Forecasting is the pillar; scheduling is

the execution.

* White Paper Technical document - C-Suite & multilateral banking - 12 minread - 2026-07-09

INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY OF MASTERESTAURANT® — EXCLUSIVE FOR SECTOR LEADERS
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This white paper treats labor cost as an engineering variable, not a fixed payroll. The thesis of Diego F. Parra
and Masterestaurant is simple and hard: margin is not lost in hiring, it is lost in allocation —how many hands, in
which daypart, against what real demand.

The industry topped US$1 trillion in sales for the first time in 2024, with a 2025 forecast above US$1.1 trillion
(+4.1% YoY) per the National Restaurant Association. But nominal growth hides margin compression: structural
vacancies (75.1% of openings over total employment in 2024, National Restaurant Association) push hourly
wages and punish whoever schedules by intuition.

The paper develops the model across six technical chapters: macro context, the failure of the traditional
approach, theoretical framework with formulas, solution architecture, benchmark and stress simulation,
and implementation with a 90-day roadmap and board-level ROI. Each chapter closes with actionable
operator implications.

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON

Side-by-side comparison

INTUITIVE SCHEDULING INTEGRATED MODEL (DAYPART
(HISTORY + HABIT) FORECAST + RULES)
Sales per labor hour (SPLH) X USD 34-38/hr (below target) v USD 45-52/hr (NRA target ~USD 45)
reached
Labor cost / sales X 34-38% v 28-31%
Hours/week building the roster X 4-6 manual hours v 1-2 hours (-3h+, 7shifts 2024)
Staffing error at peak (daypart) X  +25-40% vs real demand v 18-12% vs forecast
Daily sales forecast accuracy X Not measured (judgment) v MAPE 6-12% (weekly measured)
Annual staff turnover X High (erratic shifts) v Lower (stable, fair shifts)
Resulting prime cost X 62-68% (out of range) v 55-60% (elite range)

Chapter 1 — Why labor cost bleeds out in scheduling, not in hiring

Margin doesn't evaporate when you sign a contract; it evaporates slot by slot when there are too many hands
facing too little demand. Diego F. Parra says it plainly at Masterestaurant: the mistake | see over and over is
scheduling against habit —«Saturdays we put eight on»— instead of against a forecast. The industry topped
US$1 trillion in sales for the first time in 2024 and is projected above US$1.1 trillion for 2025 (+4.1% year over
year), according to the National Restaurant Association. But that nominal growth hides margin compression:
with vacancies at 75.1% of total employment in 2024 (National Restaurant Association), the hourly wage climbs
and punishes anyone scheduling on gut feel. The math is brutal: every surplus hour in a slow shift is margin that
never comes back. Scheduling against demand by daypart, not against habit, is the only proven path to a 30%
labor cost without touching service.
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Chapter 2 — The daypart forecast is the independent
variable; the schedule is the dependent one

You cannot allocate well a demand you never estimated: without a forecast by time slot there is no optimization,
only expensive guessing. The sequence is hard but clear —first project each 30- or 60-minute block's sales,
then draw the schedule against that curve. Reversing the order is the original sin of the manager who builds
shifts «like always». Demand today is erratic: nearly 75% of total traffic is off-premise (National Restaurant
Association), and in full service off-premise jumped to 30% in 2024 versus 19% in 2019 (National Restaurant
Association). That volatility makes intuition fail more than ever. With QSR mobile app sales growing +57.2%
year over year (Delaget QSR Operational Index, March 2024), the demand curve shifts hour by hour. A schedule
that ignores that curve overstaffs the valley and loses sales at the peak. Automated scheduling returns manage-
ment time and trims wasted hours: 80% of restaurants cut the time spent building schedules by 3+ hours per
week, according to 7shifts' 2024 Restaurant Scheduling Benchmark Report.

Chapter 3 — How much does automated scheduling actually save?

Those three hours don't vanish: they get reinvested in the floor, training and guest experience, where
there is real Information Gain and where no algorithm competes with a present manager.

The point Diego F. Parra stresses at Masterestaurant is that the machine doesn't replace the leader —it takes
the spreadsheet off his back. With a target of roughly US$45 in sales per labor hour (SPLH) as the compass
(National Restaurant Association), the software assigns staffing against the forecast and flags every slot that
drifts. The result isn't «fewer peopley; it's the right people in the right slot. That is what separates a 30% labor
cost from a 38% one. The number the board must watch every week is labor variance: the gap between theoret-
ical labor cost —what the forecast required— and actual cost —what was truly paid. It is the exact analog of
food cost variance, and at Masterestaurant we treat it with the same accounting discipline.

Chapter 4 — Theoretical versus actual cost: the variance the board must watch

If the forecast called for 180 hours to cover projected sales and 210 were paid, those 30 hours are the leak; at a
target SPLH of ~US$45 (National Restaurant Association), every misallocated hour costs sales that never land-
ed. Traffic density makes it worse: with nearly 75% of traffic off-premise (National Restaurant Association) and
the average delivery window at ~35 minutes (Whizz, Food Delivery Statistics 2025), peaks are sharper and cost-
lier to miss. Watching variance turns labor into a measurable engineering variable, not a fixed payroll you simply
accept and move on. The traditional approach optimizes the comfort of whoever builds the schedule, not margin
by slot: they are different objectives that produce different staffing, and the intuitive one almost always loses
money. The manager who copies last week's shift ignores that demand moved. The data confirms it: off-premise
in full service went from 19% in 2019 to 30% in 2024 (National Restaurant Association), and service-charge
transactions doubled to 3.7% in Q2 2024 (Square, Quarterly Restaurant Report 2024).

Chapter 5 — What breaks in the traditional way of building shifts?

The sales curve no longer looks like it did three years ago, but the schedule does. That mismatch pro-
duces two simultaneous costs:

hours paid in dead valleys and degraded service in uncovered peaks —with 11% of QSR drive-thru orders inac-
curate in 2024 (Intouch Insight / QSR Magazine) when the peak blows up short-handed. Habit isn't free; it's the
silent tax on margin. The integrated model anchors staffing to two formulas: required hours per slot = projected
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sales + target SPLH, and variance = actual cost - theoretical cost. With an industry SPLH near US$45 per hour
(National Restaurant Association), a slot projecting US$900 in sales supports about 20 person-hours; assigning
24 burns four hours of margin. This arithmetic, which at Masterestaurant we teach as the backbone of labor
costing, forces good forecasting: the estimation error is paid twice, in overstaffing or in lost sales.

Chapter 6 — Theoretical framework: staff against the curve, measure against SPLH

Service speed enters the equation —total QSR drive-thru time was 4 min 15 s in 2025, +10 s versus 2024 (In-
touch Insight / QSR Magazine, 2025 Drive-Thru Report)—: every extra second at the peak is a sale lost for lack
of hands. Staffing against the curve and measuring against SPLH turns intuition into an auditable system, slot by
slot, week after week. The 90-day roadmap starts with the forecast and ends with controlled variance, not the
other way around. First 30 days: historize sales by slot and set the target SPLH near US$45 (National
Restaurant Association). Days 31-60: install automated scheduling —80% of operators recover 3+ hours per
week (7shifts, 2024 Restaurant Scheduling Benchmark Report)— and calibrate staffing against the real curve.
Days 61-90: report theoretical versus actual variance to the board every Monday, the way food cost is reported.
The ROI defends itself in cash: moving labor from 36% to 30% of sales in a location billing US$1.2 million a year
frees roughly US$72,000 annually.

Chapter 7 — Implementation: a 90-day roadmap and ROI for the board

Diego F. Parra closes with one action at Masterestaurant: next week, don't schedule until the daypart forecast is
in front of you. The schedule is the consequence; estimated demand is the cause. Without that cause, every-
thing else is guessing with payroll on the line. Intuitive scheduling optimizes the comfort of whoever builds the
roster; the integrated model optimizes margin per daypart. Different objectives, different staffing. Without a fore-
cast no optimization is possible: you cannot allocate well a demand you never estimated. The daypart forecast is
the independent variable; the roster, the dependent one. The model separates theoretical labor cost (what the
forecast requires) from real cost (what was paid). The variance between them is the number the board must
watch, analogous to food cost variance. Automation does not replace the manager: it hands back 3+ hours
a week (7shifts, 2024) to reinvest on the floor, in training and guest experience, where the real Information
Gain lives.

POINT BY POINT

A/B analysis: intuition vs integrated model

DECISION BASIS

A - INTUITIVE SCHEDULING (HISTORY + B - MASTERESTAURANT Daypart forecast
HABIT)

(history + events + weather)
Habit and raw history

Verdict: The integrated model wins: it decides on estimated demand, not memory.
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LABOR COST CONTROL

A - INTUITIVE SCHEDULING (HISTORY + B - MASTERESTAURANT Bounded to 28-
HABIT)
31% with staffing rules
Floats 34-38% with no fine control

Verdict: Model advantage: pulls labor cost toward the 30% target.

MANAGEMENT TIME

A - INTUITIVE SCHEDULING (HISTORY + B - MASTERESTAURANT -3h+ with
HABIT)
automation (7shifts 2024)
4-6 h/week manual

Verdict: The model frees the manager for the floor, where value lives.

MEASUREMENT AND IMPROVEMENT

A - INTUITIVE SCHEDULING (HISTORY + B - MASTERESTAURANT Weekly MAPE
HABIT)
and labor variance
Error is not measured

Verdict: Only what is measured improves: the model closes the loop.

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON
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Intuitive scheduling THE INDUSTRY DEFAULT

X Last week's roster is copied and eyeballed into shape.

X No daypart sales forecast: headcount is set by habit.

X Overstaffing at valleys and understaffing at peaks coexist same day.
X Labor cost floats between 34% and 38% with no fine control.

X The manager spends 4-6 weekly hours on a low-value task.

Integrated optimization model MASTERESTAURANT

v Sales forecast per 15-60 min daypart (history + events + weather).
v Staffing rules per station: each role turns on at a sales threshold.
v Explicit sales-per-labor-hour target (~USD 45, NRA).

v" Automated scheduling: -3h+ weekly on build (7shifts 2024).

v Forecast MAPE is measured and recalibrated every week.

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON

Side-by-side comparison

INTUITIVE SCHEDULING INTEGRATED MODEL (DAYPART
(HISTORY + HABIT) FORECAST + RULES)
Sales per labor hour (SPLH) X USD 34-38/hr (below target) v USD 45-52/hr (NRA target ~USD 45)
reached
Labor cost / sales X  34-38% v 28-31%
Hours/week building the roster X 4-6 manual hours v 1-2 hours (-3h+, 7shifts 2024)
Staffing error at peak (daypart) X +25-40% vs real demand v 18-12% vs forecast
Daily sales forecast accuracy X Not measured (judgment) v MAPE 6-12% (weekly measured)
Annual staff turnover X High (erratic shifts) v Lower (stable, fair shifts)
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INTUITIVE SCHEDULING INTEGRATED MODEL (DAYPART
(HISTORY + HABIT) FORECAST + RULES)

Resulting prime cost X 62-68% (out of range) v 55-60% (elite range)

THE NUMBERS THAT MATTER

Figures that frame the problem (industry sources)

A5 usp

Sector target for sales per labor hour (SPLH)

80 %

of operators cut 3+ h/week with automated scheduling

151%

open vacancies over total industry employment (2024)

11

T USD

projected industry sales for 2025 (+4.1% YoY)

75 %

of traffic is off-premise
(complicates daypart forecasting)

57.2 %

YoY growth in QSR mobile-app sales (Mar 2024)

VISUALIZATION

The numbers, visualized
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Sector target for sales per labor hour (SPLH)

of operators cut 3+ h/week with automated scheduling

open vacancies over total industry employment (2024)

projected industry sales for 2025 (+4.1% YoY)

T USD

of traffic is off-premise (complicates daypart forecasting)

YoY growth in QSR mobile-app sales (Mar 2024)

Sources: National Restaurant Association 2025 - 7shifts 2024 - National Restaurant Association 2024 - Delaget QSR
Operational Index 2024

Chart by masterestaurant.com

REAL CASE

“I have seen it in dozens of operations: the manager swears '"Tuesdays are slow' and schedules four
people. The daypart forecast showed Tuesday noon-to-2pm sold like a Thursday because of corporate
delivery. We turned on one expo role only in that window, lifted SPLH to USD 49 and cut labor cost from
37% to 30% in one quarter. We hired no one: we reallocated hours we were already paying.”

— Diego F. Parra, Masterestaurant
HOW TO APPLY IT IN YOUR RESTAURANT

How to build the model (90-day roadmap)

@ Days 1-30: instrument the forecast
Export 12+ months of sales per 30-60 min daypart from the POS. Tag events, holidays and
weather. Compute the baseline MAPE of the current method (judgment) so you have something
to compare against. Without a baseline there is no ROI to defend to the board.
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https://www.delaget.com/2024/03/third-party-delivery-and-mobile-ordering-continue-to-reinvent-how-quick-service-restaurants-meet-demand-according-to-delagets-qsr-operational-index-report/
https://www.delaget.com/2024/03/third-party-delivery-and-mobile-ordering-continue-to-reinvent-how-quick-service-restaurants-meet-demand-according-to-delagets-qsr-operational-index-report/
https://masterestaurant.com/

@ Days 31-60: station staffing rules
Translate the forecast into hands: define, per role (BOH/FOH), the sales-per-hour threshold that
turns on each position. Set the sales-per-labor-hour target at ~USD 45 (National Restaurant
Association) and tune it to your average check and format (QSR/fast casual/full service).

@ Days 61-75: automate and publish
Generate the roster against the forecast with a tool that respects breaks and availability. Goal:
cut 3+ weekly hours off building it (7shifts, 2024) and publish early to reduce no-shows and
turnover from erratic shifts.

@ Days 76-90: close the loop (variance)
Each week compare theoretical labor cost (forecast) vs real (payroll). Report the variance as %
of sales to the board, just like food cost variance. Recalibrate the forecast with the week's error.
The model only improves if it is measured.

FAQ

Frequently asked questions

What is the sales-per-labor-hour target?

The industry uses ~USD 45 of sales per labor hour (SPLH) as a reference, per the National Restaurant
Association. Tune it to your format and check: a high-volume QSR can exceed it and a premium full-service can
run somewhat below with more margin per cover.

How much time does automated scheduling save?

Per 7shifts (2024), 80% of restaurants that adopt it cut 3+ hours a week off building rosters. That manager time,
reinvested on the floor and in training, usually outweighs the payroll savings itself in the first weeks.

Why is demand so hard to forecast today?

Because nearly 75% of traffic is off-premise (National Restaurant Association, 2024) and QSR app sales grew
57.2% YoY (Delaget, 2024). The peak is no longer only in the dining room: the forecast must integrate delivery,
pickup and drive-thru by daypart.

Which KPI should the board watch?

Labor variance: theoretical labor cost (what the forecast requires) minus real (payroll paid), as % of sales —
analogous to food cost variance. Alongside prime cost and SPLH, it is the thermometer of the model's
operational maturity.
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DATA & SOURCES

Sector data 2026 (official sources)

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

Metric Benchmark 2026 Source
Parte del ingreso del trabajador que proviene de Square (Quarterly
) ~23% en 2024 (vs 22% en 2023)
propinas (EE. UU.) Restaurant Report) 2024
Transacciones de restaurante con cargo por 3,7% en Q2 2024 (mas del Square (Quarterly
servicio (EE. UU.) doble desde 2022) Restaurant Report) 2024
Crecimiento del uso de billeteras digitales en .
+42% interanual Square 2024
restaurantes
Restaurantes de servicio completo que planean solo 41% (42% en servicio
. . . . Square 2024
invertir en pago sin contacto limitado) para 2024
Operadores que usan IA para tomar pedidos de National Restaurant
. 6% de los restaurantes o
clientes (EE. UU.) Association 2026
Operadores de servicio completo que usan IA L National Restaurant
) 19% (15% en servicio limitado) o
para marketing (EE. UU.) Association 2026

Propiedad Intelectual de Masterestaurant® — Exclusivo para Lideres de Sector - masterestaurant.com
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https://squareup.com/us/en/press/fall-restaurant-report-2024
https://squareup.com/us/en/press/summer-restaurant-report-2024
https://squareup.com/us/en/press/summer-restaurant-report-2024
https://squareup.com/us/en/press/fall-restaurant-report-2024
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