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STAR SPOTTING 
 

Officially known as Menu Engineering, this is the process to identify your most profitable menu 

items, your STARS 

 

You’re probably familiar with the Pareto principle that predicts that 80% of you profit comes 

from only 20% of your products. This will help you identify this top 20% as well as helping decide 

what you can drop from your menu. 

 

Too many restaurants have far too many menu items, which as well as putting pressure on the 

kitchen and creating high wastage, also confuses your customers. But it can be a challenge 

deciding what to drop from the menu.  This tool will make the decision easy! 

 

There are three stages to determining your most profitable items.  

1. The first stage is to identify your contributions 

2. The second to analyse the popularity or demand  

3. And the third to assess your focus of attention 

 

Only when you've done this initial analysis can you decide which of the products or services 

you want to focus on. 
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Stage one ~ margin contribution 

Whilst we often focus on a percentage margin (or in the case of menu items we tend to refer 

to a food costs percentage), it's actually more useful to look at the margin contribution in 

monetary terms. For example: 

Your Pea and Broad Bean Risotto costs £1.20 per portion to produce and you sell it for £6.00 

(excluding VAT), so your food cost is 20%, and your gross margin is 80%. So this appears to be a 

healthy margin and on the face of it would be a good dish to promote. 

Compare this to your Thai Style Seabass, which costs £4.50 per portion and you sell for £13.50 

giving you 67% gross profit. 

Now, on the face of it you'll want to sell more of the risotto because the margin is higher. 

However if we think about this in monetary terms, for every risotto we sell we make a £4.80 

gross profit, yet for every Seabass we sell and make a profit of £9.00. Doesn't it therefore make 

sense to be selling more Seabass than risotto? Well of course it does; that's why we need to 

look beyond the margin percentage. 

The easiest way to do this is to create a simple table as below, listing all your menu items, and 

completing columns A-D.  

 

 A B C D E F G H 

Menu item Cost 

Net 

selling 

Price 

Margin 

contri-

bution 

Margin 

% 

Nos. 

sold 

Sales 

mix/ 

popular

ity 

Total 

contri-

bution 
  

Risotto 1.50 7.50 6.00 80.00 10 14.3 60.00 dog 

Seabass 4.25 13.50 9.25 68.52 25 35.7 231.25 star 

Sausage & mash 2.75 6.50 3.75 57.69 25 35.7 93.75 workhorse 

Lamb & Apricot 

Pie 
3.00 12.00 9.00 75.00 10 14.3 90.00 challenge 

          70 100.00 475.00   

 

Stage two ~ identify popularity or demand 

In order to identify the true contribution of each item or service we need to look at its 

popularity or demand; in other words how many of these do we sell, and what actual profit 

contribution do each of these make. Completing columns E-G 
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Stage three ~ assessing your focus of attention 

Using an adaptation of the 'Boston matrix' we can now attribute each of your menu items to 

one of four categories. 

 

A. High contribution value and popular (Stars) ~ Thai Seabass 

B. Low contribution but popular (Workhorses)  ~ Venison Sausage and Mash 

C. High contribution value but not popular (Challenges) ~ Lamb and Apricot Pie 

D. Low contribution and is not so popular (Dogs) ~ Pea and Broadbean Risotto 
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Stars  

Obviously these are very attractive to your business and you want to keep these. What is it that 

makes these items so popular? The more you can emulate the success of this category the 

better. 

 

Workhorses  

These items are popular, and are often what brings in the numbers, but make you less profit on 

an individual basis. The challenge here is to make them more profitable without losing their 

appeal. So be careful not to reduce the production cost or increase the price without first 

considering what impact this will have on sales volume, on this dish and the knock on effect 

on other dishes too. 

Although these items might withstand a small price increase, the very reason they are so 

popular could be down to their price, and the perception of value for money. An alternative is 

to review the cost price, maybe substituting an expensive ingredient for a less expensive one 

(e.g. changing the cut of meat), or looking at an alternative garnish, but without 

compromising on quality of the dish. 

 

Challenges 

Your challenge with these is how to change them to make them popular, but without 

compromising the profit margin. Is it the wording on the menu, the perception of value for 

money, or the dish itself that needs some attention?  Maybe your merchandising lets it down, 

or your staff do little to promote it. Analyse what you can do differently, then test the results. 

 

Dogs  

These are the items you need to ditch in favour of more profitable and more popular items. 

What can you learn from the other three categories - particularly your stars - to come up with 

alternatives? Although they may not be losing money, they will be detracting from sales away 

from your more profitable items, and could be typing up a disproportionate amount of stock, 

resources and labour. 

As the risotto illustrates, not everything with a high margin percentage is necessarily what's best 

for your business - if something gives a low monetary margin and isn't very popular, stop 

wasting your energies on it and replace it with something more popular or with a higher 

margin - or ideally both! 
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Clearly not everything will always slot quite so neatly into one of these four categories, but at 

least it will give you a start of where to focus to revise your offer to help you weed out your 

poor performers and achieve the best profit margin over all. 

Remember that dishes will change position on the table depending on seasons. What is 

popular in the winter may not have the same appeal in spring or summer. Equally your costs 

and availability of ingredients will vary, so something that is popular and in abundant supply in 

the autumn (a star) may be a real ‘dog’ at other times of the year when it’s not so readily 

available (and therefore impacting your costs and profit margin) and lacks the flavour that 

makes it so appealing when in season.  

The examples given here are for a menu, but exactly the same principles can be applied to 

any aspect of your operation - so review your bar, spa, conference packages, room tariff, 

inclusive deals - anything where you can influence the component parts, the cost price or the 

selling price. 


