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The beginning of the year gives restaurant owners a rare chance to catch their breaths.
Slower traffic creates space to step back, assess what happened last year, and decide
what comes next.

Use this guide as a working checklist that you can return to over a few sessions. This is
not something you need to — or should — complete in one sitting.

By the end, you will be clear on:
1. What drove results last year

2. Where money, time, or energy leaked out
3. What deserves focus in 2026 (and what does not)

Let’s get started.
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Phase 1: Conduct Your
Year-End Review

First, dive into the trifecta of a successful restaurant business: Financial Performance,
Operational Efficiency, and Customer Experience.

Financial Performance

Focus on patterns, not perfection.

Sales trends
Which months were strongest? Weakest?

How did weekends compare to weekdays?

Did certain seasons outperform expectations?

Profit margins
Which menu categories carry the highest margins?

Are margins consistent, growing or shrinking?

Do rising costs show up clearly in your numbers?
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Cost management
Are food costs still within your target range?

Is labor cost within your target range?

Are there any other expenses that quietly crept up?

Menu performance
Which items consistently move and are your top sellers?

What rarely sells or causes waste?

Which items are complex and slow the kitchen down?

Operational Efficiency

Look at how work flows through your business, from order received to order ready, and
everything else required for a successful service.

Kitchen workflow
Where do tickets stall the most?

Which stations routinely get overwhelmed?

Are prep processes consistent?
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Staff productivity and turnover
How many new hires?

Which roles experience the most turnover?

Are your strongest employees supported or stretched?

Equipment and maintenance
What broke more than once?

Which repairs were a total surprise vs expected?

Are outdated tools slowing service?

Vendors and supply chain
Which vendors reliably delivered?

Who caused delays or consistently sent substitutions?

Are you overly dependent on one supplier?
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Customer Experience

Customer perception tells you what systems cannot. What customers think is way more
telling than what your systems report.

Feedback and reviews
What are common themes in online reviews?

What repeated praise is worth protecting?

Are there recurring complaints that signal deeper issues?

Social media presence
What content drove engagement?

Which posts led to visits or orders?

Are you posting consistently or sporadically?

Guest flow and wait times
What are the peak hours that strain staff?

Are there bottlenecks at ordering, seating, or pickup?

Where are there opportunities to smooth the rush?

Gathering all this information is a lot of work. Take a few days to let it marinate, then
when you come back, jump to Step 2: Identifying Growth Opportunities
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Phase 2: Identifying
Growth Opportunities

Welcome back to your annual evaluation. Next up, you're looking for opportunities to
grow and double-down on what works, as well as areas that need to be improved or

Uhat Worked Uell

Double down on what already proves itself. Start by taking a look at the following areas:
e Promotions that drove traffic

o Events that filled seats

e Menu changes guests noticed

o Cost controls that didn’t hurt quality

o Teams or shifts that consistently performed

Now, ask yourself:

What stands out?

Why did this work?

Can it be repeated or scaled?
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Areas for Improvement

Be honest. Be practical. There are always areas of improvement but you need to decide
if it's worth the time and effort. Start by taking a look at the following:

+ Service slowdowns that frustrate guests

e Menu items that confuse staff or customers

¢ Processes that rely on one key person

* Marketing efforts that lacked follow-through

Then, ask yourself:

What stands out?

Is this fixable or should it be removed?

Does this problem show up often enough to matter?
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Phase 3: Creating Your
Action Plan for 2026

This next section is about decisions, not perfection. Fewer goals, clearly defined, are
easier to execute and sustain. Now let’s make 2026 your best year yet!

Setting SMART Goals

Limit yourself to a small set of goals that are specific and measurable by following the
SMART goal setting framework. The SMART acronym stands for:

e Specific

e Measurable

e Achievable

¢ Relevant

e Time-bound

This framework helps ensure that your goals are achievable and that you have a clear
objective. Now let’s set some goals! Here are a few ideas to help you get started.

Financial Goals

» Increase revenue by a realistic percentage

e Improve overall profit margin

e Reduce food or labor cost by a set number of points

Customer Goals

* Improve average review rating

e Increase repeat visits or loyalty sign-ups
e Reduce top recurring complaints

Operations Goals

o Shorten ticket or wait times

o Reduce waste or comped items

e Improve schedule accuracy during peak hours

Team Goals

e Lower turnover

e Cross-train key positions

o Develop at least one new leader
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Mateh Each Goal te One Clear Action

Want to know the real secret sauce to making your goals a reality? Avoid long strategic
plans and focus on direct moves.

+ Menu goals: Simplify offerings, highlight high-margin items, remove low performers
« Costgoals: Adjust ordering, renegotiate vendors, tighten prep standards

» Service goals: Retrain on speed and hospitality basics, adjust staffing during rushes
o Marketing goals: Plan a few intentional promotions instead of constant posting

« Team goals: Improve onboarding, document processes, reward consistency

If an action does not clearly support a goal, remove it.

Stagger Goals with o. Simple Timeline

Not everything needs to happen at once. Here’s an example timeline to help you
get started.

Q1 (Immediate)

¢ Quick menu or pricing adjustments
e Scheduling and cost controls

o Fix obvious service bottlenecks

Q2 (Build)

o Staff training and cross-training

« Marketing campaigns or events

* Vendor changes or renegotiations

Q3 (Invest)
o Equipment upgrades
e Technology improvements —

e Bigger operational changes

Q4 (Test & Refine) ‘l
o Stress-test new systems during peak volume .

o Gather staff and guest feedback

o Make small adjustments before year-end
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Goal Setting Worksheet
@1 Goals
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Cheers to your most
successful year yet!

A year-end review is not about finding fault. It is about creating clarity. Small, focused

improvements compound quickly, especially in the restaurant industry. Reviewing your
goals regularly and adjusting early puts you in control instead of reacting under pressure.

Start with one section. Make one decision. Then move to the next. You got this!

About Table Needs

Table Needs is an all-in-one restaurant point of sale
company that helps full service restaurants, quick
service restaurants, and food trucks run successful,
profitable businesses. Explore more at tableneeds.com
or follow us on social media @tableneeds



