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IN THIS GUIDE 
We’ll explore the common business challenges 

restaurant owners face, along with practical tips 

to help you optimize your operations. From pay-

roll and pricing to marketing and menu stream-

lining, we’ve got you covered.

Running a restaurant is more than 
just crafting excellent dishes and 
providing stellar customer service. 

Controlling food costs, managing payroll,  

reducing expenses, and finding other ways  

to optimize your business are just as critical  

to your restaurant’s longevity as the food you 

serve. These business-side elements are key  

to ensuring profitability and maintaining a  

well-run operation.
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While running a restaurant can be deeply rewarding, it also comes with a unique set of challenges. Many restaurant owners 
are passionate about food but struggle with the financial and operational side of the business. Balancing high-quality service 
with sustainable costs, navigating fluctuating ingredient prices, and keeping labor expenses in check can be overwhelming 
without effective strategies.

Common Business  Challenges  
for Independent Restaurant Owners

High Labor Costs: Labor costs can  
quickly eat into profits if not properly  
managed, and are still a top concern, as  
98% of restaurant owners reported labor 
costs as an issue.1 Striking the right  
balance between staffing needs and  
customer demand is crucial.

98%98%
Fluctuating Food Prices: Ingredient 
costs continue to fluctuate often, with 
97% of restaurant operators reporting 
higher food costs.1 Cost of food can 
negatively impact your margins if your 
pricing strategy doesn’t quickly adapt.

97%97%
Unoptimized Menus: A broad, cluttered 
menu can confuse customers and drive 
up operational costs. While 86% of adults 
claim to like a lot of choices in restaurant 
menus,1 operators also need to find a 
perfect balance between a thoughtfully 
streamlined menus and enough variety 
to satisfy demand. 

86%86%

Complex Payroll and Regulatory  
Compliance: Navigating wage laws  
and ensuring payroll accuracy is another 
area that can cause significant head-
aches for restaurant owners. Issues like 
labor costs, inflation, and the economy 
were reported as significant challenges 
from over 90% over restaurant owners.1

90%90%
Ineffective Marketing: Without a solid 
marketing strategy, attracting new 
customers and retaining loyal ones be-
comes difficult. Strategies like loyalty 
programs are proving to be effective, 
as 52% of adults and 66% of millennials 
are participating in at least one.1

52%52% 66%66%A N D While these challenges are  

common, they don’t have to be 

insurmountable. With the right 

tools and strategies in place,  

you can tackle each of these  

issues and improve your  

restaurant’s overall performance.

1	 National Restaurant Association. (2024, February 5). 2024 State of the Restaurant Industry
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How to Manage and  
Optimize the Business  
Side of Running  
a Restaurant

Running a restaurant effectively requires an 
in-depth understanding of business aspects, in-
cluding how to optimize payroll, pricing, and ex-
penses. Below are several key strategies to help 
independent restaurant owners streamline their 
operations, cut costs, and increase profitability.

Managing Food Costs 
Setting the right prices is crucial for both at-
tracting customers and maintaining profitability. 
Many restaurant owners put too much focus on 
what competitors charge or use guesswork to 
set prices, which can lead to lost profits or over-
priced items that drive customers away.
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Managing Food Costs (cont.)

3	 National Restaurant Association. (2024). The State of the Restaurant Industry 2024.

Understanding your food costs goes beyond just knowing  
how much you’re spending on ingredients. It requires a 
deep dive into how those costs affect your restaurant’s 
overall profitability. To effectively control food costs, you 
need to calculate your ideal food cost based on your 
menu prices, sales volume, and portion sizes. This will give 
you a benchmark to compare against your actual costs.

Tracking food cost percentage is also critical, which is  
calculated by dividing the cost of food sold by the total 
food sales multiplied by 100. 

(Total Cost of Goods Sold / Total Food Sales) x 100 
 =  

Total food cost percentage for a period of time

FOOD COST PERCENTAGE FORMULA

Regularly monitoring this percentage allows you to adjust 
menu prices or portion sizes as ingredient costs fluctuate, 
helping you maintain profitability without compromising 
quality. You can also identify high-cost, low-margin items 
and decide if they need re-pricing, substitution, or removal 
from the menu.

Understanding Food Costs

Another key practice is minimizing food waste by managing portion 
sizes, training staff on proper handling techniques, and implement-
ing stricter inventory controls. Over-prepping and spoilage can have a 
significant impact on your overall food costs, so using inventory man-
agement systems and performing regular stock counts can help track 
usage patterns and prevent unnecessary waste.

Minimizing Food Waste

Don’t wait for food prices to drastically change before adjusting your 
menu. Performing regular audits of your food costs, inventory, and 
pricing is essential for maintaining control over expenses. These 
audits help you identify discrepancies between your ideal food cost 
and actual spending, allowing you to spot inefficiencies such as 
over-ordering, waste, or theft. Conducting weekly or bi-weekly audits 
keeps your operation agile, letting you quickly adapt to changes in 
food prices or customer demand.

Regular Price Audits

Menu engineering is a powerful tool for increasing profitability by 
analyzing sales data to focus on the performance of each dish in 
terms of popularity and margin. This data-driven approach allows 
you to make informed decisions about which dishes to highlight and 
which may need adjustments in terms of ingredients, portion size, 
or price to improve profitability. Menu engineering also helps you 
identify items that are dragging down your profits so you can focus 
on promoting higher-margin dishes or adjusting their pricing.

Menu Engineering
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Optimizing Payroll
One of the largest costs for any restaurant is payroll, and poorly managed payroll can quickly drain your finances. Conversely, 
cutting corners on labor can result in poor service and a decline in customer satisfaction. The key is to find the sweet spot where 
you’re optimizing staff productivity without overspending on labor.

Effective scheduling is a cornerstone of 
controlling labor costs, and modern tech-
nology can make the process both smarter 
and more efficient. By using scheduling 
software, restaurant owners can analyze 
historical sales data and track customer 
flow patterns, allowing them to align 
staffing levels with actual demand. This 
reduces unnecessary labor costs while 
ensuring that service quality remains high.

Beyond basic scheduling, tech solutions 
like labor forecasting tools can help opti-
mize your labor-to-sales ratio by adjusting 
staffing in real-time based on changes in 
sales volume. By investing in technology 
that allows for dynamic scheduling, you 
can quickly adapt to shifts in customer 
traffic and unexpected events, so your la-
bor costs are always aligned with revenue.

Scheduling
Overtime can quickly erode profit margins 
if not monitored closely. While it might 
seem necessary during busy periods,  
failing to manage overtime can lead to  
inflated labor costs. One of the key steps 
in controlling overtime is to set clear 
thresholds for when it’s allowed and 
ensure that managers are consistently 
adhering to these limits. Using scheduling 
tools with built-in overtime tracking can 
help prevent employees from clocking 
extra hours unnoticed. 

Managing Overtime 
Cross-training staff is one of the most  
effective ways to optimize your labor 
force while maintaining flexibility during 
peak times. By training employees to 
perform multiple rolessuch as a server 
who can also bartend or a cook who can 
help with prepyou ensure that your team 
can step into various positions as needed. 
This not only reduces the need for extra 
hires but also prevents bottlenecks  
during busy shifts.

Cross-training boosts morale and job  
satisfaction by giving employees  
opportunities to expand their skill set and 
take on new responsibilities. It also helps a 
restaurant continue to run smoothly when 
staff members call out unexpectedly.

Cross-Train Staff
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Controlling Expenses
In addition to labor and food costs, restaurants face various overhead expenses that must be carefully managed. These can 
include utilities, rent, supplies, training, and more. Successful restaurant owners pay close attention to every expense and 
regularly look for opportunities to cut costs without sacrificing quality.

Effective inventory control is essential for managing  
food costs and preventing unnecessary waste. 
Without a proper system in place, restaurants 
risk over-ordering, spoilage, and even theft, all of 
which can significantly impact profitability. 

One key aspect of inventory control is conduct-
ing regular and consistent stock counts. Weekly 
or bi-weekly inventory checks allow you to track 
product usage, identify patterns, and prevent 
overstocking or understocking. By regularly com-
paring your actual stock levels to the amount of 
product sold, you can identify discrepancies that 
might point to waste or theft. Using technology 
like inventory management software can further 
streamline the process by tracking inventory in 
real time and generating reports that give you 
insights into your usage patterns. 

Another best practice is to use the first-in, first-
out (FIFO) method. This ensures that older stock 
is used before newer stock, reducing spoilage 
and waste. 

Inventory Control
Energy efficiency is a critical factor in reducing overhead costs, and independ-
ent restaurants can significantly cut utility expenses by adopting smarter energy 
practices. One of the most effective strategies is investing in energy-efficient ap-
pliances, such as ENERGY STAR-rated equipment, which can reduce electricity 
and water consumption. 

Installing LED lighting and utilizing smart thermostats to regulate temperature 
can further reduce costs. Even small changes, like turning off unused appliances 
during non-peak hours or installing motion-sensor lighting in low-traffic areas, 
can lead to substantial savings.

Energy Efficiency

Developing strong relationships with multiple vendors allows you to compare 
prices, secure better deals, and adjust purchasing strategies based on market 
trends. Additionally, requesting flexible payment terms can help optimize cash 
flow, allowing restaurants to better manage their expenses. Consider locking in 
long-term pricing agreements to protect against sudden price fluctuations for es-
sential ingredients.

Supplier Negotiation 
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Streamlining Menus
A common mistake restaurant owners make is offering a large menu to appeal to more customers. However, larger menus can 
make inventory management more complicated  and lead to wasted ingredients. A streamlined menu, on the other hand, makes 
kitchen processes more efficient and helps customers make decisions faster.

Menu engineering involves using data 
to categorize dishes based on their 
popularity and profitability. The place-
ment of menu items can also have a 
huge impact on customer choices. 
Prime real estate on the menu includes 
the top-right corner and the center of a 
page, which are areas that customers' 
eyes naturally fall first. 

Highlighting high-margin items in 
these spots can increase the likelihood 
of customers ordering them, driving 
up your profits. Engineering your menu 
with these principles allows for smarter 
decision-making and improves the 
overall profitability of your offerings.

Engineering  
for Profitability

A well-designed menu should guide 
customers toward making profitable 
choices while creating a seamless 
ordering experience. Studies show that 
customers often read menus from the 
top-left corner down to the bottom-
right, making it important to strategically 
place high-margin items where they’re 
most likely to be seen. 

Simple, clean menu layouts with 
clearly defined sections make it easier 
for customers to find what they want 
without feeling overwhelmed. Reducing 
clutter on the menu and using design 
elements like boxes, bold text, or white 
space to draw attention to specific items 
can improve the customer’s experience. 

Designing a  
User-Friendly Menu

Offering too many options can over-
whelm customers and complicate 
kitchen workflows, leading to longer 
ticket times, increased food waste, and 
inventory mismanagement. Accord-
ing to industry best practices, the ideal 
menu size should balance customer 
choice with operational efficiency. 

By trimming down the number of  
offerings, restaurants can focus on  
executing a smaller selection of dishes 
to perfection, leading to higher qual-
ity, better consistency, and increased 
customer satisfaction.

Reducing  
Menu Size
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Strengthening Marketing
No matter how great your food or service is, you still need compelling marketing to bring in customers. Effective marketing for 
restaurant owners is all about creating an engaging online presence that speaks directly to your target audience.

Social media is one of the most power-
ful tools for engaging with restaurant 
guests and driving customer loyalty. But 
remember that successful social media 
strategies go beyond simply posting 
photos or updates. 

Restaurants should focus on creating  
interactive content that encourages 
guests to participate, such as running 
polls, hosting giveaways, or sharing 
behind-the-scenes stories. By engaging  
directly with followers, responding to 
comments, and sharing user-generated 
content, restaurants can foster a sense  
of community and build stronger  
relationships with their audience.

Social Media
Email marketing remains one of the most 
cost-effective ways to reach and en-
gage your restaurant’s customer base. 
A well-designed and compelling email 
campaign can keep your restaurant top of 
mind for customers. 

To maximize your email potential,  fo-
cus on personalized content tailored to 
individual preferences, such as offering 
targeted promotions based on customer 
behavior. 

Email Marketing
Encourage repeat business by offering 
a loyalty program. Customers who earn 
points for discounts or free items are more 
likely to return. Digital loyalty programs 
that integrate with your point-of-sale 
system make it easy to track and reward 
customer loyalty.

Tie loyalty programs into your overall 
marketing strategy by promoting them on 
social media, through email campaigns, 
and within the restaurant itself.

Loyalty Programs
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The restaurant industry is competitive, and margins 

can be slim. Having the right tools, strategies, and 

resources to manage your business effectively can 

mean the difference between barely getting by and 

thriving. Independent restaurant owners often have 

limited time and resources, so streamlining opera-

tions and making informed decisions is crucial.

Each of the aspects we highlighted play a vital  

role in your restaurant’s success. 

The Importance of  
Business Optimization for  
Independent Restaurants 

By focusing on optimizing each element, you not 
only improve operational efficiency but also increase 
profitability and customer satisfaction.
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How RestaurantOwner.com Can Help
RestaurantOwner.com provides restaurant owners with 

a comprehensive set of tools and resources designed 

to help you optimize every aspect of your business. 

From payroll management to menu design, you’ll 

have access to proven strategies and expert guidance 

tailored specifically to the unique challenges of that 

independent restaurants face.

RestaurantOwner.com resources include:

Food cost tracking tools:  
Manage your inventory and 
food costs effectively,  
reducing waste and  
improving profitability.

Labor cost calculators:  
Ensure that your payroll is  
optimized to prevent  
overspending on labor.

Menu engineering guides: 
Create a streamlined,  
profitable menu that  
highlights your best dishes.

Marketing resources:  
Access templates, tips, and 
 tools to enhance your digital 
marketing efforts and engage 
with customers more effectively.

111 222 33 443 4

With RestaurantOwner.com, you’ll gain the knowledge and confidence needed to make better business decisions. Whether 
you’re looking to optimize your payroll, reduce costs, or strengthen your marketing, we have the tools to support you every 
step of the way.

READY TO TURN YOUR GOOD RESTAURANT INTO A GREAT BUSINESS?  
Become a RestaurantOwner.com member today and unlock the tools, training, 
and expertise you need to build a thriving, profitable restaurant.

LEARN MORE
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