
Controlling food  
& wage costs 
against inflation 

DUNCAN CRAIG 
CHIEF REBEL OFFICER, REBEL VENTURES

8 TIPS FOR MANAGING WAGE COSTS

Before we get into this list, I would say 
it’s a misnomer that we can manage 
wage costs. What we should effectively 
be doing is managing systems and staff 
efficiency. So, with this in mind, read on. 

1. Hire for attitude, not skill set – and 
do it quickly. The new dilemma is to get 
that great candidate before somebody 
else does. To speed up the process, 
consider online interviewing (which 
also suggests to the candidate you’re 
progressive in the use of technology). Be 
prepared to offer the job quickly if you 
feel they are right for your operation, 
while still performing your due diligence 
checks and making sure employment 
processes are followed. Just like a 
customer, once a candidate has left the 
building, you have likely lost them forever 
as a future employee. Don’t forget the 
lost opportunity cost too - your time is 
money!

2.Assess your benefits vs pay 
situation: For some potential employees, 
plain, hard cash is what gets their 
attention, for others it’s scheduling 
flexibility, and for some, the benefits are 
the deal sweetener. By knowing the 
all-in “cost to company” for an employee, 
you may be able to customise an offer 
to suit each candidate, or at least who 
you consider as key hires.

3.Whose job is it – it’s everybody’s! 
Instil a culture of “it’s everybody’s job” 
in your organisation. No matter if it’s 
picking up/taking out the rubbish, doing 
dishes or serving customers, this attitude 
creates a great and effective working 
environment. When a staff member 
encounters a situation beyond their 
scope, communication is key. Employees 

need to be trained how to accurately 
pass on the information to solve the 
customer’s problem quickly rather than 
having the customer do the work.

4.Cross Training: While it is important 
that a new employee has an attitude of 
“it’s everybody’s job”, they also need to 
spend sufficient time in their own role. 
Once they have settled in, cross-training 
them in different areas of the business 
helps them to acquire the skill sets 
needed to perform different functions. 
Even to the extent of crossover between 
front and back of house. Such cross-
training not only makes them more 
effective overall, it builds confidence, 
teamwork and enhances growth 
opportunities.

5. Train awareness: One of my pet 
peeves is being in a restaurant/bar and 
despite there being staff visible and 
free, my table appears to be invisible. 
From my earliest days in hospo, having 
multiple levels of awareness was drilled 
into us, and my colleagues from those 
days still talk about it to this day. There 
are plenty of fun training techniques 
that can be utilised to instil multi-level 
awareness in your teams so that every 
guest is quickly and effectively seen to. 
Needless to say, this point goes hand in 
hand with numbers 3 and 4.

6. Full hands in and out: It is an old 
training mantra that your staff should 
never leave or enter the restaurant dining 
space (or cook line space in the case of 
the kitchen) without something in their 
hands, whether it be dirty dishes to the 
wash-up, or clean cutlery to the stations. 
Not only will this create more efficiency, 
it helps with number 3 (It’s everybody’s 
job) and number 5 (Awareness) as staff 
start to look more at tables and stations 

etc. to see what can be removed or 
is needed on their next trip into the 
restaurant.

7.Question everything you ask your 
staff or yourself to do: On a regular 
basis take a moment to watch and 
study what you have your staff doing, 
and question yourself (and them) as to 
the real benefit of the job/task. How 
is it critical to the overall operational 
success? Is it directly or indirectly 
creating revenue/reducing cost or 
enhancing the guest experience? Ask 
yourself if you were to remove the job/
task, in what way would it affect the 
successful and profitable running of the 
business and if so, then is there a more 
effective or efficient way to complete 
the job/task? Inevitably your staff may 
already have the answer to the last 
question and are just waiting for you to 
ask it.  

8. Utilise technology: Don’t fall into 
the trap of technology for technology’s 
sake (especially if you’re incentivised by 
government or otherwise to adapt). Any 
technology must fit a specific purpose 
for your specific business operation. If 
the technology cannot pay for itself 
in creating efficiencies and thus either 
allow you to reduce staff costs or allow 
you to create more revenue (directly or 
indirectly) then it is of little value. Most 
technology installations or upgrades 
require a 100 per cent commitment from 
both staff and management to create 
value, so ensure you’re 100 per cent 
committed before taking the leap.

“I don’t have enough staff” is an issue 
of the past, present and future, as is 
“how do I control food cost with such 
inflation?”

No matter if you are in a bar in 
Boston, a takeaway in Timbuktu, a 
café in Caracas, or a restaurant in 
Rotorua, the concerns about wages 
and food costs are likely the same. 
It’s a story that has repeated itself 
for the length of my professional 
career and will likely continue for the 
duration of yours. My simple advice 
continues to be the same….”Control 
the Controllable!” So rather than dwell 
on the problem, let’s look at some of 
those controllable costs and some 
suggestions for your approach. 
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BUSINESS INSIGHTS

8 TIPS FOR CONTROLLING  
FOOD COSTS:

1.Ensure your product list and food 
specs are up to date: This is just like the 
principle of going to the supermarket 
with a list. If you have a list of exactly 
what you need, you will most likely 
walk out with exactly what you need 
and nothing more. Ensuring your 
product lists and food specifications 
are up to date will ensure you don’t 
have shelves/fridges/freezers stocked 
with unnecessary items or volume, or 
incorrect quality.

2.Ensure you are getting what you 
ordered: Ensuring your delivery is exactly 
what you ordered is critical. Product 
substitutions, packaging variations or 
simply short deliveries can add direct 
food costs, not forgetting time wastage 
costs.

3.Buy seasonally: Not only will “in-
season” products be cheaper, you should 
be getting the best quality product 
available. Depending on your location 
you may be able to work more directly 
with local producers and purchase their 
less than perfect-looking products at a 
better rate.

4.Fixed price contracts: On your larger 
price or volume items negotiate a fixed 
price contract with your supplier based 
upon your time and volume commitment 
to purchase from them. For items not on 
a fixed price contract regularly check 
other supply or product alternatives 
to maintain the best quality/price 
relationship you can achieve.

5.Negotiate rebates/discounts for 
immediate payment: While cashflow 
may be tight for you, so it will often 
be for your suppliers. By negotiating a 
cashback or discount for immediate or 
quick payment you create a win-win 
situation. For suppliers not interested in 
such an arrangement attempt to extend 
your credit/payment terms.

6.Ensure no “leakage”: Call it what you 
want: theft, unauthorised staff meals, 
excessive wastage/trimmings etc. 
Either way, it’s adding to your costs and 
yes, it is most likely happening in one 
or other format in your establishment 
daily. Check the waste bins daily (this 
also allows you to see what is coming 
back from the customers’ plates), and 
ask questions about the random dinner 
plate in the prep area. Your questioning 
and additional focus/awareness put 
everybody “on notice”.

7.Re-engineer your menu: This may 
involve re-sizing portions (based upon 
your learnings from the previously 
referenced bin checks), changing 
to more cost-effective protein cuts/
selections and/or a menu re-design.

8.Raise your prices: Let’s face it, inflation 
affects every business and although 
aware of the cost increase implications, 
we should not be ashamed or scared 
of them. After all, when was the last 
time you had an apology for price 
increases from the petrol suppliers? 
The key always is your approach: if a 
high-volume location, less increase more 
regularly may be the answer, if a higher-
end location with significant regulars 
you may be better to make a bigger 
increase when changing menus and be 
in front of the situation by notifying your 
regulars ahead of time.

Lastly, a point to remember: you don’t 
bank percentages. Proper menu 
engineering and a focus on contribution 
margins will inevitably yield you better 
financial results, no matter the inflation 
pressures.

Actively instilling any or all of these tips 
into your organisation will certainly assist 
you in getting ahead of the ongoing 
challenges that inflation and wage costs 
will continue to throw at you.
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