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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.
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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.
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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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4  Chapter 1 ▸ Factors That Define a Menu

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)
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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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define a menu.

M01_TRAS4471_02_SE_C01.indd Page 8  11/5/16  3:31 PM user1 /203/PH02935/9780134484471_TRASTER/TRASTER_FOUNDATIONS_OF_MENU_PLANNING2_SE_97801 ...



Chapter 1 ▸ Factors That Define a Menu  9

 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).
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Product Availability
A menu planner must ensure that the ingredients required to execute a given menu are 
available during the time that the menu will be in place. Some products are available year-
round while others are only in season during a short period of time. Ingredients found in 
one part of the country may be difficult to source elsewhere. For example, walleye, a fish 
native to the Great Lakes, may be easy to find in Ohio but nearly impossible to source in 
Louisiana. Similarly, while blood oranges may be a spectacular addition to a winter menu, 
they are out of season in the United States during the summer and thus would be an inap-
propriate component to a year-round menu. Including items on a menu that cannot be 
purchased during the lifetime of the menu only leads to menu shortages, unexpected substi-
tutions, and, ultimately, dissatisfied customers.

The Stakeholders

Nearly everyone involved in a foodservice business has a stake in producing an effective, 
quality menu. The owners and investors want a menu that will attract business and assist 
in the operation’s profitability. Managers and employees need a menu that can be executed 
effectively and efficiently given the equipment, product, and employee constraints of the 
business. Customers want a menu that appeals to their tastes and works within their per-
sonal budgets. In short, the menu serves a lot of people, so the menu planner should involve 
all of these stakeholders in the menu development process.

For a new business, owners, managers, and the executive chef usually work together to 
generate a menu that will meet the needs of the target market. To some degree, this is a 
guessing game, as the customer preferences are inferred from psychographic data for the 
area rather than obtained by polling the customers directly. Some restaurants gather cus-
tomer input by hosting a series of pre-opening meals from which managers observe which 
dishes are popular and which do not sell well. The more input the management collects 
prior to opening its doors officially, the better.

For an existing restaurant, menu changes should incorporate known data on prior 
sales. Slow-moving dishes should be adjusted or removed entirely. Popular and profit-
able ones should be retained. Menu planners should interview employees to see where 
problems with work flow or product sourcing exist. They should also consult customers 
to see whether certain changes would encourage them to return more or less frequently 
to the establishment.

Before a foodservice business opens its doors, a poorly researched menu will still define 
the market, the caliber of the staff, and the design of the kitchen, though not necessarily in 
the way that the menu planner had hoped. It is often better for all of the stakeholders to 
determine these variables first and then allow those factors to suggest a menu that supports 
the brand. For a foodservice operation that already exists, these factors are already in place 
and often are quite difficult to change simply to accommodate a new menu.

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

The identity of any foodservice operation is its brand. 
Each brand innately appeals to a specific market. Busi-
ness owners should research the potential markets in 
the area to see whether they are large enough to sup-
port a business and if their needs are currently being 
met by competing businesses. Data that defines a mar-
ket comes from demographic and psychographic stud-
ies. Demographic studies describe the population’s age, 
marital status, housing type, household size, gender, 
race, ethnicity, religion, education, occupations, 
income, and vehicles, among other information. 

 Psychographic studies describe the values, interests, 
and habits of the population. A competitive analysis 
provides a depiction of competing businesses in the 
area while a feasibility study suggests whether a poten-
tial business is likely to make a profit. A foodservice 
business’s brand and its menu must appeal to the target 
market described in the studies, and they must do so in 
a way that does not put the business at risk of losing 
out to the competition. Other variables limit and define 
a menu as well. Employee skill level, equipment and 
space constraints, and product availability all impact 

Summary
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what a menu planner can include in a menu. As the 
process of creating a menu is a complex one, it is best 
to involve as many stakeholders as possible. For new 

businesses, the stakeholders may be only the owners 
and managers. For existing operations, guests and 
frontline employees should be consulted as well.

Comprehension Questions
1. List four variables that help to define a menu.
2. What role does a menu play in relation to a busi-

ness’s brand?
3. List the two primary tools that help to define a mar-

ket. What type of information does each one provide?
4. If a chef wants to create a menu that exceeds his 

staff’s ability, why can’t he just hire new staff?

5. How does a kitchen’s space and work flow impact 
a menu?

6. Who are the typical stakeholders who contribute 
to the menu-planning process in a new business? 
Who is normally added to the process in an exist-
ing business?

Discussion Questions
1. A demographic study shows that the largest per-

centage of the local population is age 30–50 with a 
middle-class income and an average household size 
of 3.7. Many of them own their own homes and at 
least one car. Describe a restaurant concept that 
would appeal to this target market. (Describe the 
brand and the menu, but do not write out a menu.)

2. A nearby community has the demographic makeup 
described in question 1. A psychographic study 
shows that the community spends the majority of 
their disposable income on recreational activities for 
their children (sports, dance, music, movies, travel, 
etc.), not on food. What kind of foodservice busi-
ness might you set up in this community to appeal 
to the local market? Describe the business’s brand.

3. Describe the demographic and psychographic qual-
ities that define the target market into which you 
personally fall. What kinds of foodservice estab-
lishments are those in that market segment likely to 
patronize?

4. Envision a restaurant concept and describe it. 
Describe the kind of employees, the kitchen layout, 
and the kitchen equipment you would need to sup-
port that concept across several consecutive menus.

5. Imagine that you are the general manager for an 
existing restaurant. What kind of information 
would you want to know from the various stake-
holders before creating a new menu?

Capstone Project
Overview: Working alone or in a team, you will create 
a menu for a given business concept. As menu plan-
ning is not a quick, off-the-cuff process, this project 
will span all of the chapters of the book to allow you 
to work in small, manageable steps.

Step 1: Imagine a business concept. Describe in 
one to two pages the business’s concept and target 
 market, the average price point, approximate business 
location, and required staff skill level. You should also 
include, using online census or other tools,  demographic 

data for your desired business location. The target mar-
ket should be well represented in this data. You should 
include in your written descriptions where in the demo-
graphic data your target market is represented and how 
your business concept meets the needs of that market. 
(Large companies often spend months on this step and 
might invest significant money into researching the 
local market, but this brief exercise will give you a taste 
of what the process is like while providing sufficient 
grounding to begin the capstone project.)
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