
 

 

MERCHANDISING OF MENUS 

 

The success of catering operations depends to a large extent on the way the 

menus are planned 

and designed. Menus are the backbone of any catering operation. A good menu 

should ensure 

profits. 

To make the best or most effective use of menus in advertising and selling is 

called Menu 

Merchandising. 

In order to increase the merchandising value of menus the following points 

should be 

considered: 

Clean: The presentation of dirty, spotted, worn out and old menu is the poorest 

way to start a 

meal. Cleanliness is a must in hotel business. A soiled menu has a very poor 

merchandising value; 

it may raise doubts regarding whether the food is being prepared hygienically. 

Legible: This means that menus should be easy to read. The font selected 

should be attractive 

and easy to decipher. It should be of good size so that most people, including 

elderly or those 

with glasses, can read with ease. 

Format: The format of the menu should suit the contents of the menu. As far as 

possible, 

different pages should be used for different meals. A separate wine list is more 

advisable. 

Organisation: A menu should be well organised. Similar items should be 

placed grouped 

together and attractive headings may be assigned to the groups. 

Restricted Menus: The menus should be as short as possible. The number of 

dishes on the 

menu should be limited. Having a long menu is poor merchandising policy. 

Easy to change: Even the most carefully planned menus must be changed from 

time to time. 

The change may be necessitated because of the change in prices, need to add or 

drop some 

items for a variety of reasons. 

Type of operation: To serve good food well and promptly one must have a 

designed operation 

to fit the place. It must match the size and kind of equipment, their capacity and 

also the skill of 

the personnel. 



 

 

Merchandising effect: The menu is designed to sell the items that are the 

specialities of the 

hotel, or an item can be served fast and is profitable 

Language: The language on the menu should be easy for the customer and the 

staff. Many 

guests are embarrassed to ask what some terms mean and will pass on to 

something that they 

understand. 

Effective Descriptions with descriptive headings: Descriptive headings are 

inserted in the menu 

for various groups of food which attract the attention of the customer and 

indicate the nature of 

the dishes more clearly. 

Some examples: 

SEACOAST DELIGHTS 

OYSTER BAR 

DESSERT DELICACIES 

 

PRICING OF MENUS 

 

Pricing a menu is a very complicated and difficult task. No one method seems 

suitable for the 

purpose. However, a combination of methods may be considered. 

Cost plus method Pricing 

This method takes into consideration all costs and agreed upon % mark up. 

Return on investment Pricing 

All business operation starts with an investment which would have fetched or 

earned an interest 

or businesses are started with borrowed capital which attracts interest. Pricing 

should cover up 

these expenses (interest). 

Going rate pricing 

An easy way to pricing a menu is to copy a competitor’s. 

Market Based Pricing 

Pricing a menu item should be done after taking the target market into 

consideration. 

TYPES OF MENU 

There are three types of menu : 

 Table d’hôte. 

 A la Carte. 

 Carte du jour. 

CONSTRAINTS OF MENU PLANNING 

 Skill of staff. 



 

 

 Availability of ingredients. 

 Availability of Equipments. 

 Type of target market. 

 Seasonality of business. 

 

 

 Introduction to Menu Engineering 

 

 Menu engineering is the practice of strategically designing your menu to 

maximize restaurant profits. Menu engineers highlight your restaurant’s most 

popular and profitable items through a variety of design techniques. 

Menu engineering first requires analyzing the items on your menu to figure out 

which ones are the most popular and profitable. This is important, because you 

will be constructing your menu around these items. You will also want to 

double check that your menu is initially priced correctly for maximum 

profit. 

  

Menu engineering requires the manager to know each menu item's food cost, 

selling price, and quantity sold over a specific period of time. The menu item's 

gross margin (selling price minus food cost) is characterized as either high or low 

in relation to the average gross margin for all competing menu items sold. 

 

Each menu item is further classified by popularity (high or low) based on the 

item's menu mix percentage, that is, the menu item count for each menu item as 

a percentage of the total menu items sold. 

Profitability                             Popularity                     Classification 

High                               High                               Stars 

High                               Low                               Puzzles 

Low                               High                               Plow Horses 

Low                               Low                               Dogs 

 

Stars: Menu items high in both popularity and contribution margin. Stars are the 

most popular items on your menu. They may be your signature items. 

 

Plow Horses: Menu items high in popularity but low in contribution margin. 

Plow horses are but low in contribution margin. Plow horses are demand 

generators. They may be the lead items on your menu or your signature items. 

They are often significant to the restaurant's popularity with price conscious 

buyers. 
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Puzzles: Menu items low in popularity but high in contribution margin. In other 

words, Puzzles yield a high profit per item sold. But they are hard to sell. 

 

Dogs: Menu items low in popularity and low in contribution margin.These are 

your losers. They are unpopular, and they generate little profit. 

 

How to use the categories 

Once you have grouped your menu into the four key categories, you are ready to 

make decisions. Each category must be analyzed and evaluated separately. 

 

Stars: You must maintain rigid specifications for quality, quantity, and 

presentation of all Star items. Locate them in a highly visible position on the menu. 

Test them occasionally for price in-elasticity. Are guests willing to pay more for 

these items, and still buy them in significant quantity? The Super Stars of your 

menu — highest priced Stars — may be less price sensitive than any other items on 

the menu. If so, these items may be able to carry a larger portion of any increase 

in cost of goods and labor. 

 

Plow Horses: These items are often an important reason for a restaurant's 

popularity. Increase their prices carefully. If Plow Horses are highly price sensitive, 

attempt to pass only the cost of goods increase on to the menu price. Also, consider 

reducing the item's standard portion without making the difference noticeable. 

Merchandise the Plow Horse by packaging it with side items to increase its 

contribution margin. Another option is to use the item tocreate a "better value 

alternative." 

 

Puzzles: Take them of the menu. Particularly if a Puzzle is low inpopularity, 

requires costly or additional inventory, has poor shelf life, requires skilled or labor 

intensive preparation, and is of inconsistent quality. Another option is to re-

position the Puzzle and feature it in a more popular location on the menu. You 

can try adding value to the item through Table D'Hote Packaging. Rename it. A 

Puzzle's popularity can be affected by what it its called, especially if the name 

can be made to sound familiar. Decrease the Puzzle's price. The item may have a 

contribution margin that is too high and is facing price resistance. Care must be 

taken, however, not to lower the contribution margin to a point where the Puzzle 

draws menu share from a Star. 

 

Dogs: Eliminate all Dog items if possible. Foodservice operators are often 

intimidated by influential guests to carry a Dog on the item. The way to solve this 

problem is to carry the item in inventory (assuming it has a shelf life) but not on 

the menu. The special guest is offered the opportunity to have the item made to 

order upon request. Charge extra for this service. Raise the Dog's price to Puzzle 



 

 

status. Some item in the Dog category may have market potential. These tend to 

be the more popular Dogs, and may be converted to Puzzles. 

 

✓ STAR- SIGNATURE ITEMS 

✓  PUZZLES - NEW PRODUCT LAUNCH 

✓ CASH COW - POPULARITY MAY PERSIST PROFIT MAY DECREASE 

✓  DOGS - NO PROFIT AND POPULARITY 

 

Tips to Create a Profitable Restaurant Menu through Menu Engineering 

 

In addition to general menu formatting guidelines to ease your customers’ 

experience, we can delve further into the psychology of menu design to 

encourage customers to spend at your restaurant. Below are the most popular 

and valuable menu engineering tips. 

1. Guide guests' attention to your high profit items. Studies show that 

customers are likely to order one of the first items that draws their attention. 

Since guests only spend an average of 109 seconds looking at your menu, it 

must be designed for guests to easily find key items. 

o Use an attention-grabbing technique. Include a photo, graphic, colored or 

shaded box, border, or surround the item(s) with white space. Only highlight 

one or two items per section. 

o Place the items you want to sell in the center, the top right corner, and 

the top left corner. Psychologists fittingly call these three areas “The 

Golden Triangle," and it refers to the way our eyes tend to move when first 

looking at a menu. 

o In each section, place your profitable items at the top of the list and one 

at the bottom. Studies show that people notice and order the top two items 

or the last item in each section more often than the others. 

2. Include a “decoy” menu item that would seem overly expensive to 

guests. Place this near your high profit margin items. They may already have 

a reasonable price, but when compared to the “decoy” item, they will appear 

even more attractive. Or, put a “decoy” item next to your high-profit, pricey 

items that would seem more reasonable when compared to the “decoy” 

item(s). 



 

 

3. On a similar note, try “bracketing". Include two portion options for one 

dish without including the exact size. The “larger” size will have a steeper 

price, such as $31, while the “smaller” size will have a seemingly cheaper 

price, like $22. The customer won’t know exactly how much smaller the 

small portion is, yet it will still seem to be the best value price, since it 

simply costs less. In reality, the “smaller” portion can be the one you wanted 

to sell the whole time, and this tactic makes the meal item more attractive 

because guests will feel they are choosing a dish with good value. 

4. Use photos sparingly or not at all. Excessive photos are associated with 

low-end, cheap venues, so high-end restaurants usually avoid photos. 

However, one photo per page has been shown to increase sales up to 30%, 

especially at casual, affordable eateries. If you still want to share more 

photos of your dishes, your Instagram or Facebook pages can do this for 

you. 

5. Use color. People respond to color in emotional, subconscious ways, so 

choose your color scheme accordingly. 

o Bright colors like red, yellow, and orange capture attention and trigger 

appetite. You can use this to attract attention to specific areas of your menu 

and create a hierarchy for the layout. 

o You can also match your color scheme to your restaurant’s theme to 

reinforce associations. For example, use light blue to highlight the ocean-

caught fish at your seafood restaurant, or use green and tan for a farm-to-

table restaurant. 

6. Use selective, descriptive language. Many diners will make their final 

decisions off of this information. Descriptive menu labels lead to customers 

feeling more satisfied with their meals, and appetizing descriptions can also 

offset a high price. 

7. Invoke nostalgia or humanize dishes in another way. These menu items 

are attractive because customers feel like they’re ordering something special, 

and they induce happy memories of childhood or feelings of comfort and 

closeness. Examples: “Grandma’s Chocolate Chip Cookie," “Campfire Hot 

Chocolate," or references to the chef or restaurant owner, such as “Chef 

Mike’s Charbroiled Steak." 

8. Include a separate dessert menu. If guests see an eye-catching dessert, 

they are more likely to skip an appetizer. By surprising guests with your 
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dessert menu after dinner, you are more likely to obtain appetizer and dessert 

sales. 

How to Write Prices Based on Menu Psychology 

The way you write your meal prices can make or break the rest of your menu 

engineering work. Be sure to incorporate the following suggestions in your 

restaurant menu. 

• Avoid ending your prices with .99. This can sound cheap and unsatisfying to 

many customers. 

• Avoid dollar signs. Currency indicators remind customers that they’re spending 

money and can even make them feel like they are spending more than they are. 

Soften the price by eliminating the dollar sign. 

• Avoid price trails. Price trails are dotted lines that connect your menu items to 

their price, which is often listed on the other side of the page. This takes the 

focus away from your dish description and straight to the price instead. 

• Avoid price columns. By placing your prices in a column next to your dishes, 

guests can easily compare prices and may make their decision based on the 

cheapest dish. 

• Utilize nested pricing instead. List the price discreetly after each meal 

description in the same size font, so customers’ eyes glide right over the price 

instead of focusing on it. 

There are numerous useful techniques to get more out of your restaurant menu, 

and the way you decide to employ them may ultimately depend on your 

restaurant brand. Revamping your menu can not only create a more enjoyable 

experience for your guests, but it can also greatly improve your restaurant 

profits. 

 


