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When I was a student in culinary school many years ago, I learned a great deal about a 
range of culinary subjects, but menu planning was not among them. After some time in the 
industry and years of creating numerous menus, I found myself working at two different 
culinary schools. In both cases, the schools subsumed menu planning under the subject of 
nutrition, as if the only challenge to writing a menu were to accommodate a special diet. 
This is not to say that nutrition is not a critical subject for a chef to study; however, the act 
of writing even the most basic menu is not as easy as it might seem.

Thousands of restaurants open across the country every year only to shut down after 
their first few years of operation. Plenty of chefs with spectacular culinary talent fail to 
tailor their menus to the local market. Others simply do not know how to price their menus 
effectively. Still others start off well only to see their profits erode over time under the yoke 
of a static menu. In all of these cases, the restaurants might have survived had they man-
aged the menu-planning process better from the start.

These challenges afflict not only restaurants but all forms of culinary operations. Cater-
ers, hotels, bars, and noncommercial operations all live or die by the effectiveness of their 
menus. Menus are marketing mechanisms, cost control tools, and critical communication 
devices. Without them, revenue and profits wither away. Sadly, anyone looking to study 
the subject would be hard-pressed to find a comprehensive, easy-to-grasp textbook. I 
believe culinary and hospitality students deserve better.

New to the Second Edition

This second edition includes updated and expanded content to reflect changes to the indus-
try in the years since the first edition was published. Major changes and updates are 
described subsequently.

In order to showcase a wider range of modern approaches to food, nearly all of the 
menus in the text are new. These menus represent a variety of foodservice operations across 
the United States and reflect both regional and national industry trends. The book’s 
pedagogical value has been enhanced through the addition of two new end-of-chapter 
elements: Case Studies provide more complex challenges to drive classroom discussion and 
the C apstone Project leads students through the process of creating their own menus rather 
than just reading about the theory behind menu planning. The Technology Assistance sections 
in Chapters 6 and 11 lead students through the process of creating their own templates in 
Excel to conduct recipe costing and menu analysis. Additional key updates are as follows:

•	Changes in nutritional advice for menu planners as reflected in the Dietary Guidelines 
for Americans 2015–2020 (Chapter 2)

•	Shifts in modern menu pricing approaches from the traditional table d’hôte to the 
more modern prix fixe with supplemental charges approach (Chapter 3)

•	The small plates trend in modern menus (Chapter 4)
•	The trend toward signature cocktails made from house-crafted mixers (Chapter 5)
•	The incorporation of industry terminology for menu content, including “menu 

copy,” “descriptive copy,” and “institutional copy” (Chapter 8)
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•	Software and other options for laying out the menu during the design phase as well 
as a discussion on the various ways to organize an online menu (Chapter 10)

•	More detailed explanations on how to engineer menus for greater profitability after 
conducting a menu analysis (Chapter 11)

Finally, I have updated the PowerPoint slides, test bank, and teacher’s manual to help 
teachers facilitate a lively and informative class.

The Book’s Structure

Foundations of Menu Planning guides students through the menu-planning process in the 
same order in which a menu planner typically conducts the process in the real world. The 
book begins with the resources commonly used to understand and define a target market. 
The text then progresses to a survey of general nutrition concerns that most menu planners 
must address in their work. Two chapters on menu styles follow, highlighting how they 
differ and how different menus organize items under various headings to reinforce their 
company’s brand and theme. The focus then shifts specifically to the unique elements of 
beverage menus. The book moves next to recipe costing and menu pricing to ensure future 
menu planners can learn how to make their menu items profitable, and then to a chapter 
on the art of writing appealing and accurate menu item descriptions, known as descriptive 
copy. A chapter on unwritten menus is included to address how to replicate the functions 
of a menu when the customer is not given a written menu. The chapter on menu layout and 
design guides readers through the process of selecting a menu design that supports the busi-
ness’s brand. The study of menu analysis and evaluation trains readers on how to engineer 
a menu to make it even more profitable with each iteration. The book closes with a discus-
sion of the pros and cons of a menu-first approach to menu planning.

In addition to addressing the “how” of menu planning from a logical, sequential 
approach, Foundations of Menu Planning delves into the “why,” so students understand 
the purpose behind each step. That the book deals with broad menu-planning concepts but 
also expounds upon variations specific to certain types of foodservice operations makes the 
material applicable to undergraduate culinary and hospitality students no matter where in 
the industry they work.

In addition to the primary content of the book, I have included several pedagogical tools 
to enhance the educational experience of the reader. Because words are no substitute for pic-
tures of real menus, the book contains a great many images of menus from foodservice oper-
ations across the country. These menus (and other images) reinforce the book’s narrative and 
illustrate how menu-planning principles are applied in the real world. In the math-based 
chapters, examples permeate the text to illustrate how each equation is executed in practice.

Each chapter concludes with a summary of the chapter’s main points, comprehension 
questions to ensure that students have grasped key concepts from the chapter, and discus-
sion questions to push students to think beyond the chapter and to apply the learning to 
their own personal experiences. The discussion questions do not necessarily have a single 
correct answer, but they can spark class discussions to help students probe challenging 
menu-planning concepts. For more extended analysis of each chapter’s content, most chap-
ters now include a case study at the end of the chapter. Chapters 6 and 11 also include a 
section to guide students through the process of setting up their own worksheets, complete 
with formulas, in Excel or similar software. There are many products available for pur-
chase that claim to perform recipe costing and menu analysis, but there is no reason a menu 
planner should remain dependent on purchasing additional software when the process of 
setting up one’s own template is easy enough to learn.

A Note on Gender and Pronouns

Readers will notice that the text alternates by chapter between male and female pronouns. 
While men and women both have much to contribute to and learn from the culinary indus-
try, the English language makes gender-neutral communication difficult and clumsy. Rather 
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than using “he/she” or similar constructs, I have opted to use male pronouns in the odd 
chapters and female ones in the even chapters. The use of one set of pronouns in a given 
subject area is not meant to insinuate anything about the relationship of one sex to that 
particular material. Rather, the alternation is an attempt to convey the relevance of the 
book’s entirety to both sexes equally.

How to Use This Book

Students: This book includes a great deal of information. Trying to understand and 
retain it all becomes much easier when you realize that the world is your classroom. As 
you read through each chapter’s content, see how the lessons apply not only to the 
menus included in that chapter but to the menus located in other chapters as well. Do 
not quickly gloss over the menus just to finish the chapter; instead, read and analyze 
them carefully to understand them better. The menus included in this text have been 
selected as excellent examples of various approaches to menu planning, but you can 
learn from foodservice operations’ menus in your neighborhood and online as well. 
Just as you develop your palate by tasting food critically and thinking about what you 
would do differently, start to look at menus critically to consider how you might 
improve them. By applying this book’s lessons to your own restaurant experiences, 
you’ll secure your learning for the future and more easily employ it when you need to 
create a menu.
Teachers: As a former culinary educator, I have written the book to accommodate 
the realities of teaching in a classroom. The opening chapter is shorter than average 
to allow sufficient time for coverage on the first class day when introductions and 
syllabus distribution are necessary elements of that first session. Similarly, the final 
chapter, also brief, gives you time to conduct a course review prior to the final exam 
or to have your students present their capstone projects. With twelve total chap-
ters, the book is flexible enough to be used effectively in a quarter or a semester 
system school.

The book includes not only comprehension questions that may be assigned as 
homework, but also discussion questions, case studies, and a capstone project for those 
of you who would like your students to go through the step-by-step process of design-
ing their own menu. My intention in including these additional end-of- chapter tools is 
to help your students effectively apply chapter material to the actual process of menu 
creation.

Finally, no textbook is complete without a range of supporting material for stu-
dents and instructors. This text’s teacher’s manual includes not only key chapter points 
but also recommended in-class educational activities and assessments. PowerPoint 
slides of the chapters and a test bank are available as well. To access supplementary 
materials online, instructors need to request an instructor access code. Go to www.
pearsonhighered.com/irc, where you can register for an instructor access code. Within 
forty-eight hours after registering, you will receive a confirming email, including your 
instructor access code. Once you have received your code, go to the site and log on for 
full instructions on downloading the materials you wish to use.

What’s at Stake

Most culinary professionals know the statistics showing the vast percentage of restaurants 
that fail in their first few years. Surely, other types of foodservice operations face similarly 
grim odds. Many students come to culinary school with dreams of opening their own busi-
nesses, and of course, a strong desire to learn how to cook really well. Yet of the many 
reasons that so many foodservice businesses shut down prematurely, the chef’s inability to 
cook doesn’t even make the top ten. A poorly written menu, on the other hand, sets a 
restaurant on the road to certain failure. A great menu may not guarantee a company’s 
success, but it provides a strong foundation on which the business can build.

http://www.pearsonhighered.com/irc
http://www.pearsonhighered.com/irc


No book is perfect, but I sincerely hope that students will find Foundations of Menu 
Planning an informative, inspirational, and comprehensive study of the subject matter. 
Writing an effective menu is no easy task, but with the right book and the right teacher 
menu-writing skills can be learned. Through this book, I believe readers will gain an under-
standing of the menu-planning process and the ability to create an effective and profitable 
menu as they head off to become successful industry leaders.

Daniel Traster

xiv  Preface
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Factors That Define a Menu

CHAPTER 1

1

CHAPTER 1 LEARNING OBJECTIVES 
As a result of successfully completing this chapter, readers will be able to:

1. List several factors that impact and define a menu.

2. Describe how a menu supports a brand.

3. Define a market using demographic and psycho-
graphic studies.

4. Describe how staff skill levels, equipment and space 
constraints, and product availability define a menu.

5. List all of the stakeholders commonly involved in 
the menu-planning process.

INTROduCTION

CHAPTER 1 OuTLINE
Which Comes First, the Menu or the Market?

Demographic Studies
Psychographic Studies
Competitive Analyses
Feasibility Studies
Generating a Menu from the Data

Logistical Constraints on Menus
Employee Skill Level

Equipment
Product Availability

The Stakeholders
Summary
Comprehension Questions
Discussion Questions
Capstone Project

What is a menu? In the most basic sense, a menu is a 
list of products that may be purchased at a foodservice 
establishment, but a menu can and should be much 
more than that. A menu is a communication vehicle that 
describes for the clientele each dish’s components. It 
markets food and drink to encourage sales. Used as a 
control mechanism, it helps to keep a business efficient, 
functional, and profitable. The menu can add to the din-
ing experience by providing history, entertainment, and 
support of the restaurant’s theme. An effective menu 
meets the needs of both the business and the guests.

Menu planning is the process of creating a menu 
that achieves all of the aforementioned goals and 
more. Proper menu planning does not operate in a 
vacuum but rather begins after a significant amount 
of research. After all, a menu planner cannot meet 
the needs of a foodservice establishment and a cus-
tomer base if he does not first know what those 
needs are. A menu planner begins by analyzing each 
of the variables that impact a menu, so, too, this text 
opens with a study of the multiple factors that define 
a menu.

Which Comes First, the Menu or the Market?

A menu planner does not create a menu solely out of instinct and personal preferences. 
There are many factors that impact and define a menu, and the menu planner must take all 
of them into account throughout the menu-planning process. The menu planner must con-
sider the logistical constraints of the operation, such as employee skill levels, available 

Learning 
 Objective 1  
List several fac-
tors that impact 
and define a 
menu.



2  Chapter 1 ▸ Factors That Define a Menu

kitchen equipment, work flow, and product availability. Stakeholder needs help define the 
menu as does the business’s brand. Finally and equally important, the composition and 
desires of the market and the presence of competing businesses all impact the final menu.

Because a menu often determines which individuals from the broader market will 
choose to patronize an establishment, a business should begin by first analyzing the poten-
tial market and then tailoring a menu to meet the needs of one or more segments of that 
market. Creating the menu first can lead to a business that appeals to a market segment 
that does not exist in that community. For example, a chef may envision a restaurant that 
serves the most upscale cuisine in the world, but if his restaurant is located in a blue-collar 
town with an average household income of $30,000 per year, the locals will likely not 
dine there.

With a new business, an owner typically identifies a target market and then attempts to 
envision a brand that will appeal to that customer base. A brand is a business’s identity, its 
soul. It is the set of qualities and characteristics that people associate with the business and 
often the reason that they spend their money there. A foodservice operation’s mission and 
vision, its décor and location, its style of service, and, yes, its menu all define the business’s 
brand. While the items on a menu may change, the “feel” of the menu (price point, cuisine, 
types of ingredients, caliber of cooking, etc.) usually does not. For example, a restaurant 
that serves local, organic, from-scratch dishes at a high price point on one menu will not 
likely change to a low-cost, mass-produced burger and fries menu during the next round of 
menu revisions. The brand draws customers, and a properly constructed menu supports the 
brand. For existing businesses, a menu overhaul continues to support the operation’s brand 
and the needs of the business and the market. A business may choose to modify its brand, 
but the menu should follow and support a carefully considered brand change, not the other 
way around.

A business that attempts to be all things to all people ultimately ends up appealing to 
no one; its undefined brand fails to fully meet the needs of any target market. Identifying a 
target market and determining the type of business that might meet the market’s needs is no 
easy task. Fortunately, there are several tools available to assist a menu planner or business 
owner in defining the local market segments: demographic studies, psychographic studies, 
competitive analyses, and feasibility studies.

Demographic Studies
A demographic study compiles certain data about the population in a given area. If a 
potential business owner knows exactly where he wishes to open his business, the demo-
graphic study should reflect the population of the small area around that location—a zip 
code, for example, rather than a large city or a state. The smaller the area studied, the more 
accurate the depiction of the local market will be. Menu planners can acquire demographic 
studies through the local chamber of commerce, local government, or Census Bureau. 
(Explore the website of the United States Census at www.census.gov to find demographic 
data for any U.S. state, county, or city.) A demographic study typically includes the follow-
ing information:

Age. Listed as both raw numbers and percentages for a series of age ranges, age tells the 
menu planner whether the local customer is more likely to be older or younger. The food-
service needs of teenagers, middle-aged adults, and seniors will vary greatly from each other.

Marital Status. Singles and married couples may visit restaurants during different hours 
or prefer different types of establishments.

Housing Type and Household Size. Larger households (families) have different dining 
needs that impact business decisions from table sizes to menu options. Depending on the 
area, the ratio of apartments to houses may suggest the level of disposable income locals 
have to spend in restaurants.

Gender. Owners may choose to adjust their business concept to meet the needs of one 
sex if the population is significantly tilted toward men or women.

Ethnicity. People from different ethnic backgrounds may prefer different kinds of cui-
sines, particularly ones that reflect their family’s country of origin or historical roots. For 
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example, a significant population of Salvadoran immigrants may prefer classic dishes from 
El Salvador.

Religion. Individuals from some cultures may have religious dietary restrictions or 
food taboos as well. Offering fish during Lent for a Catholic community or kosher foods 
for an Orthodox Jewish community will appeal to that segment of the local market.

Education. Often, people with higher levels of education seek out healthier foods, dis-
play a greater willingness to try unfamiliar foods, and have more disposable income to 
spend on dining out.

Occupation and Income. The average income and popular occupations alert a business 
owner to the price point that is most likely to appeal to the local community.

Vehicles. When fewer locals own cars, a business should be located where people can 
access it easily on foot or via public transportation; otherwise, the restaurant may need to 
appeal to a larger audience beyond the local area.

Psychographic Studies
Psychographic studies provide insight into the values, interests, and habits of the population 
studied. Such studies provide information on how people get involved in the community, what 
their hobbies are, where they shop, what sports they support, where they spend their free time, 
and what their opinions are on a range of subjects from politics to business to education.

While all of the psychographic data contributes to a more complete depiction of the 
average customer, the most important data for a foodservice business owner reveals where 
and how people spend their money on food. If most of the population eats at home except 
on special occasions, a restaurateur may choose to create a destination restaurant. How-
ever, all of the psychographic data must be taken in context. If the town has a huge interest 
in sports but has only recently grown large enough to support any restaurants at all, per-
haps the time is right to open a little sports bar.

Embedded within psychographic data may be a market’s receptiveness to current and 
emerging trends; however, menu planners may need to research the specific trends themselves. 
For example, in 2016, culinary trends included farm-to-table menus, environmental sustain-
ability and local sourcing of ingredients, healthier and less meat-focused dishes, small plates 
(tapas, mezze, etc.), artisanal products, in-house canning and curing, and the use of social 
media applications in restaurants. Menu planners may discover emerging trends by reading 
periodicals and blogs, or they may travel to see the dining patterns in trendsetting cities. Most 
importantly, before deciding to factor for a trend in a menu, the smart planner confirms that 
the target market values the trend. A large city’s restaurants may boast several of the trends 
mentioned earlier, but if the citizens in a nearby small community only want large, meat-
heavy portions of fried food when they go out, a trendy vegetarian tapas restaurant will not 
draw their business. Similarly, customers may prefer to follow trends for special occasion 
meals but revert to comfort foods during the week. Just as a menu planner should know the 
current culinary trends, he should also know whether the psychographic studies of the target 
market depict people who are trend followers or customers more set in their ways. If the mar-
ket changes its tastes in the future, the business should adjust with the next menu revision.

Competitive Analyses
Demographic and psychographic data can be hard to interpret if the business owner or 
menu planner has no familiarity with the local food scene. A competitive analysis describes 
the foodservice competition in the area and informs a menu planner of the likely competi-
tors to a given business concept. Such information helps a restaurateur or menu planner 
theorize whether a restaurant would fulfill a customer need that is currently unmet in the 
community or if the business concept has been so overdone in the market as to make a 
similar business unsustainable. Culinary entrepreneurs should investigate other businesses 
to see whether similar concepts might attract more customers by providing better service or 
cheaper prices. A little historical research may also suggest which business concepts have 
consistently failed in the area.
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FIGURE 1.1
This segment of a larger demographic and psychographic study includes information on the places people visit in the area and the 
types of retail shops they patronize.

Reprinted with permission of The Downtown Center Business Improvement District.
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FIGURE 1.1 (Continued)



6  Chapter 1 ▸ Factors That Define a Menu

FIGURE 1.1 (Continued)
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FIGURE 1.1 (Continued)
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Feasibility Studies
A feasibility study combines demographic, psychographic, and competitive analysis data to 
determine whether a business is likely to succeed. Prospective business owners should hire 
professionals who specialize in these types of studies to get the best results. Not only does 
their expertise help them to compile the study more efficiently and accurately, but because 
they have no emotional investment in a given business concept, their analysis is also likely 
to be more objective than a potential business owner’s would be.

Generating a Menu from the Data
Studies provide useful data, but generating a menu from that data requires some interpre-
tive skill. A menu planner must hypothesize the needs of the various market segments and 
then see which of those market segments’ needs are not being met by the competition. A 
restaurateur should not be put off by a similar competitor, but he should determine whether 
the market is large enough to support both his concept and competing businesses. If the 
market is already saturated (unable to sustain another similar business), the newcomer to 
the market may do better by targeting a different market segment. However, menu planners 
and entrepreneurs should always confirm that there is a large enough market to sustain a 
given business concept even if there is no competition. For example, a hip, loud, experi-
mental restaurant targeted at 20-somethings will fail to find customers in a retirement 
community with no one under the age of 55. Sometimes, competition for a particular mar-
ket segment does not exist for a reason.

Analysis of the various market studies may reveal obvious constraints to a menu. The 
market’s average income, for example, may limit the menu’s flexibility with price points. If 
a target market does not usually spend more than $30 per person for dinner, then the 
menu’s prices should permit a guest to order one or two courses with drinks for that price. 
A restaurant that exceeds a market’s typical price point may need to focus on special occa-
sion business, as it is unlikely to attract regular customers.

Certain menu constraints only become obvious with personal knowledge of the com-
munity. Consider a restaurant targeted toward seniors. While most older patrons prefer 
quieter dining rooms with sufficient lighting for menu reading, all seniors do not prefer the 
same limited menu selections. Some mature diners prefer the comfort foods of 1950s 
America, while others opt for ethnic foods reminiscent of their foreign travels. Softer foods 
may be a physical necessity for certain seniors, but others may prefer the variety of tex-
tures that lend interest to a typical dish. Whether seniors favor cosmopolitan or homey 
fare may not be obvious from a demographic or psychographic study, but some familiarity 
or interaction with local senior citizen groups may provide a definitive answer. Making 
assumptions based on stereotypes alone can lead to an underperforming and ineffective 
menu, but proven behaviors for a market segment allow a menu planner to design a prod-
uct for a built-in audience. Fortunately, psychographic studies and competitive analyses 
describe the proven spending patterns of the community as a whole, if not for each individ-
ual market segment.

Logistical Constraints on Menus

Once a business owner and menu planner have selected a business’s target market and 
brand, they should next determine any other factors that would limit a menu’s feasibility. 
Menu planners should avoid writing a menu that the staff cannot execute. Listing barbecue 
on a menu makes no sense if the restaurant cannot fit a grill or smoker into its kitchen. For 
a menu to be feasible and profitable, it must make efficient use of the employees’ skills, the 
physical space, and purveyors’ available products.

In a new restaurant, the menu determines the caliber of employees sought and the min-
imal equipment required for the kitchen. However, menu planners must keep in mind that 
future menu changes will be impacted by that first menu. Equipment purchases and staff 
skill levels should be versatile enough to support the business’s brand in future menu 
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 iterations. For established operations, the menu planner must account for the existing 
equipment and staff limitations in the menu-planning process.

Employee Skill Level
Complex menus with lots of handmade components per dish typically require highly skilled 
labor. The same is true for menus that call for servers to perform some form of cooking or 
carving tableside. Since a higher-caliber workforce often necessitates higher wages, the 
employee skill level required to execute a menu impacts the menu’s price point.

If an existing business has a kitchen team that is only capable of reheating and plating 
prefabricated dishes, then the menu planner must create a menu that does not exceed this 
skill level. While the employees could be replaced with a more highly trained staff, to do so 
would increase labor cost and call for significantly higher menu prices. If the business has 
been successful and a change in prices would undermine the brand, replacing the workers 
with a higher-caliber team could drive away business and erode profits. Similarly, there is 
no value to writing a menu that exceeds the current staff’s abilities. The employees would 
likely put out substandard food that does not meet the menu planner’s or manager’s goals. 
If managers choose to train the employees to increase their skill level, they should confirm 
the training’s effectiveness before the new menu is put in place.

Whereas a new restaurant does not have the skill-level constraints of an existing 
operation, it does have some staffing limitations that impact the menu. As mentioned 
above, a higher-caliber staff requires higher wages. Additionally, some communities 
may not possess the trained workforce envisioned by the menu planner. If none of the 
restaurants in a given community prepare their food from scratch, most foodservice 
workers in the area will have had no opportunity to practice or learn a higher level of 
culinary skill.

Equipment
Equipment availability places significant constraints on menu planners and what their 
menus can offer. The most obvious limitation stems from cooking equipment. A kitchen 
that consists of nothing more than ovens and a deep fryer cannot effectively serve a la carte 
sautéed or grilled foods. Chefs can create a workaround for certain pieces of equipment—
steaming in a pot with a basket rather than in a commercial steamer, for example—but 
such equipment alternatives should be kept to a minimum. In the steamer example, a pot 
with a basket could probably handle a single component for one dish, but it would signifi-
cantly slow production if four entrées required steamed ingredients.

Refrigeration also impacts menu choices. If a kitchen only has a single-door, reach-in 
freezer, the number of frozen menu components offered on the menu should be limited. 
Because more extensive menus require larger storage capacity for ingredients, a small 
kitchen with little refrigeration and dry storage space will perform better with a small menu 
rather than with a larger set of offerings.

Work flow also comes into play when deciding upon a menu. If a kitchen is laid out 
with a set number of workstations, the menu should attempt to balance the amount of 
production coming from each station. For example, if a restaurant kitchen has only a grill 
station and a sauté station, it would not make sense to write a menu with six grilled items 
and only one sautéed dish; otherwise, the sauté cook would be fairly idle while the grill 
cook becomes overwhelmed. It would be better to divide the menu such that half of the 
dishes come from one station and the other half from the other station.

While a brand-new establishment may design its kitchen around the opening menu, the 
menu planner should consider whether or not the initial menu inordinately constrains 
future menus. If the vision for a restaurant is to serve a variety of modern American dishes 
cooked in a range of ways, it would not make sense to open with an all-barbecue menu that 
requires a large bank of smokers on the hot line. To do so would effectively force future 
menus to replicate the barbecue theme. That said, if a restaurant is going for a specific 
theme (like barbecue or fried seafood), it may make sense to design a menu that begs for a 
hot line of all one piece of equipment (all smokers or all fryers, for example).




