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How do your guests experience your menu? 

Here’s a primer on the six most common psychology principles used in menu design.    

  

1. The Paradox of Choice 

“I think some of the largest gains that restaurants have made with menu engineering is realizing 

they have too many items on the menu,” said Michael Kasanava.  

He cited the 80/20 rule: often, 80% of a restaurant's sales come from 20% of its items. That 

means you should take the time to figure out where the excess is, and what menu items are 

bogging you down.   

According to George A. Miller, a cognitive psychology expert, most guests may only remember 

seven pieces of information (plus or minus two) at a given time. When looking at a restaurant's 

menu, guests often have too many choices to process. This is called the paradox of choice. We 

think that with more choices, we'll be able to make a better decision, but the reality is we end up 

getting bogged down.  

Make it easier for guests to scan your menu by offering around seven options per food category. 

To combat the paradox of choice, menus typically categorize similar items together: a category 

for pizzas, a category for appetizers, a category for salads, and so on. This helps guests 

remember the highlights of each list.   

It’s also true that having an excessive number of menu items can hurt sales: When it takes longer 

for guests to place their orders, it slows down the table turn time, or the time it takes to get guests 

through the line. The result is that you end up serving fewer guests during each shift. 

Here’s a restaurant that does a great job combating the paradox of choice: REYLA in 

Asbury Park, NJ. They have a beautifully curated menu, with only five or six choices per 

section.  

They also choose to omit the dollar signs in their prices — more on that in the next 

section. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Magical_Number_Seven,_Plus_or_Minus_Two
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Magical_Number_Seven,_Plus_or_Minus_Two
https://www.heyreyla.com/
https://www.heyreyla.com/
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2. Dollar Signs, Decimal Points and Their Semantic Salience 

Semantics = the relationship between signs and symbols and their meanings. 

Salience = the relative prominence of something in a given situation. 

Semantic Salience = how noticeable (and potentially important) a symbol's meaning is to a 

situation or a decision-making process.      
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In menu design, this applies to pricing. It's not about what the menu items actually cost, but 

rather how they're presented to the guest. Consider how symbols affect your menu price 

presentation.  

Here are a few ways to think about displaying prices: 

$14.00 / $14 / 14.00 / $13.99 / 14 / 13.95 / fourteen dollars 

All these ways of writing out a price have different connotations. 

The Dollar Sign Question  

Logically, a dollar sign tends to be associated with having to pay, and having to pay tends to be 

associated with losing money, which never really feels like a good thing.  

Your guests know that the number next to the menu item means price — it's not necessary to 

include a dollar sign. Plus, it just adds visual clutter. 

 

Round Numbers or Decimal Points? 

There's a few things to consider here. First, prices ending in .00 can come across as somewhat 

pretentious, so unless you're going for a very classic fine dining vibe, it's best to avoid this way 

of writing out prices.  

You might think it’s better to lower your price to 13.99 because it seems one dollar lower, but 

doing so actually cheapens the perceived value your food. Prices ending in .99 do great in 

stores when selling clothes or produce, but there's no need for it on most menus. The exception 

here is if your big selling point is how incredibly affordable your food is, like in most fast-food 

restaurants. For example, a cheeseburger can be $4.99, but a dish of peking duck for two should 

be written out as $42 or 42, depending on your preference — but never $41.99. 

Interestingly enough, prices ending in .95 can portray friendliness and familiarity, so if that’s 

the vibe you’re going for with your restaurant, you can test it out and see if it changes anything.  

What about writing out prices in words? 

Writing out the price in words, as in "fourteen dollars" or "fourteen," generally comes across 

as stuffy, so just like prices ending in .00, most restaurants should avoid this way of writing out 

prices.  

REYLA, in Asbury Park, NJ, shown above, goes without the dollar signs and without any 

decimal points, which matches with their simple and clean menu.  

When in doubt, leave out the decimal points and dollar signs.  

 

https://www.heyreyla.com/
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3. Eye Movement Patterns 

Eye movement patterns are a tricky science. 

Most restaurant experts say that people's eyes will immediately go to the top of the page or the 

top right hand corner. Others rely on the Golden Triangle, which says the eye goes to the middle, 

then the top right, and then the top left.  

However, according to a Korean research study in the Journal of Global Business and 

Technology, a third of your diners are more likely to order the first item they see on the page. 

And this San Francisco State study, using scanners and video cameras, revealed that guests read 

menus like a book, starting at the top-left.  

The menu at Alimentari & Vineria Il Buco, in New York City covers all these bases and puts 

their Star menu items in the top right corner, the top left corner, and in the center.  

http://gbata.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/02/JGBAT_Vol6-1.pdf
http://gbata.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/02/JGBAT_Vol6-1.pdf
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/sciencetech/article-2095034/Eye-tracker-reveals-restaurant-menu-history-designed-WRONG.html
https://ilbuco.com/pages/alimentari#shopify-section-restaurant-menu-alimentari
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4. Curtail Menu Competition 

Michael Kasavana advises that you don’t confuse your guests with similar menu items in one 

category. “Restaurateurs need to consider that items compete against each other in the same 

menu classification,” he told us.  

He explained that people don’t realize that having two different steak options will compete 

against each other, instead of driving up profit or giving off the illusion of abundance. It’s best to 

develop one fantastic steak dish to remove the competition. 

Evolution Cuisine in San Antonio, TX, does a great job with this. Every dish on their menu is 

unique, and no item is stepping on the toes of another.  

 

 
 

 

 

 

http://evolutioncuisine.com/


Make the Most of Your Menu   - Menu design   TOAST POS  

 

 

5. Use the Full Power of Words 

The names and descriptions of the dishes on the menu are what diners tend to base their ordering 

decisions on, so you better be precise and captivating with your menu descriptions. Showing the 

details and craftsmanship of how a dish is prepared will help diners appreciate it more.  

A field experiment conducted by Dr. Brian Wansink at Cornell University found that not only 

do descriptive menu labels increase sales of an item by 27%, but they also result in customers 

feeling more satisfied with their meal. This also led to more favorable comments — assuming 

that the item lived up to expectations.  

When they compared dishes labeled with sensory descriptors like "tender," "succulent," and 

"satin"; cultural or geographic terms like "Cajun" and "Italian"; and nostalgic terms like 

"homestyle," "traditional," and "Grandma's," versus the same meals without those descriptors, 

the items with descriptive labels sold 27% more. 

Note: Unless your chef was once a professional copywriter, they shouldn’t be the only one 

writing menu descriptions. Instead, let a copywriter or publicist lead the project, with the chef 

and managers giving their guidance and feedback. 

SuMiao Hunan Kitchen in Cambridge, MA does an amazing job with descriptions. Here’s one 

section of their menu, featuring phrases like “daily catch tilapia”, “thirteen spices,” “wok-tossed” 

— these are great descriptors that show the quality and care that go into each menu item. This 

menu has a great balance of being descriptive without being heavy-handed or using language 

that's off-puttingly flowery.  

 

 

 

http://acrwebsite.org/volumes/8588/volumes/v29/NA-29
https://www.sumiaohunan.com/
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6. Social Proof 

Social proof is the theory that people will adopt the beliefs or actions of a group of people they 

like or trust. It's the “I’ll have what they’re having” effect. 

This is an easy win on your menu — for items you really want to highlight, include a quote from 

a customer, a family member, or even the chef. Or simply create a “Staff Favorites” section and 

call out a few of your most delicious and profitable items 
 


