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ABSTRACT
Commercial kitchens have never been so competitive. Food waste and wages alone can break the bottom line 

and sacrifice unique food concepts. Sous vide cooking provides a healthy, delicious and low-cost revolutionary 

option for restaurants to highlight quality ingredients without the wastage or high staff costs. 



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
In the past, sous vide cooking had the reputation of being a “fancy-foods” process designed only for large and 

upscale restaurants. This is a rapidly unraveling myth. As experience with the technique and sous vide equipment 

opportunities have expanded, and with increasingly affordable options, the favorable economics of the sous vide 

process for food-service establishments of all types and sizes are coming to center stage. 

This paper briefly overviews the central economic dimensions related to commercial sous vide cooking. It highlights 

how changing one simple, yet effective, cooking method can save money, time and food wastage.

Investing in the sous vide method gives restaurants  
the advantage of:

• Lower ingredient costs

• Less portion shrinkage

• Inexpensive cuts of meat made extraordinary

• Lower energy consumption

• Enhanced kitchen multitasking

• Reduced personnel costs

• Significantly less wasted food

• Time savings of cooking in advance

Introducing sous vide cooking can enhance  
restaurant revenue through:

• Consistent recipe results

• Unique preparations

• Nutritional improvement

• Improved menu planning

• Enhanced bar offerings of infused beverages

To achieve such savings, the required investment in 

equipment and procedure setup is estimated to range 

from $2,500 to $5,000.

The positive economics, even without considering the 

potential revenue-enhancement impacts, are substan-

tial. Rather than a matter of a “fancy foods” trend, sous 

vide cooking is a culinary technique with broad and 

growing applications for food-service establishments of 

all kinds — and it’s here to stay!

The overall cost savings 
potential for an intermediate-
size independent restaurant  
are estimated to range from  

 
$250 to $600 per week,

$13,000 to $30,000+ annually.

INTRODUCTION
Sous vide cooking is known in particular for its taste, texture and nutritional advantages over conventional 

food-preparation techniques and as a means for preparing particularly elegant dishes. More recently, however, as 

the sous vide cooking experience has blossomed and sous vide equipment opportunities have increased with more 

affordable options, the economic impact of sous vide cooking for all types of commercial kitchens is receiving 

increasing attention. This paper briefly summarizes the central economic aspects of sous vide cooking in the com-

mercial setting.
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THE SOUS VIDE ADVANTAGE

The sous vide food-preparation process can be broken down into two categories:

By introducing either or both sous vide methods into a commercial kitchen, benefits can be seen across many areas 

of business. Whether applying the process to one dish or all, the following shows how changing one simple process 

can make a big difference to cost, staffing and quality of food.

• Lower ingredient costs: Because the process involves 

vacuum sealing in food-grade plastic bags and 

thus infusing rubs and marinades into the main food 

portion, sous vide requires significantly less seasoning 

and spices, particularly fats and salts, than high-

temperature open-air processes.

• Less portion shrinkage: Sous vide processed foods 

experience dramatically reduced moisture loss. 

Portion shrinkage is reduced from an estimated 5% 

to 15% over conventional sautéing, grilling or baking, 

depending on the food type. In the case of chicken 

breasts, for example, this means five sous vided 

chicken breasts will produce the same yield as six 

chicken breasts cooked conventionally — and the 

servings will be moister and delicious.

• Inexpensive cuts of meat made extraordinary: With 

the sous vide process, less expensive cuts of meat 

yield expensive cuts taste results. A brisket, tri-tip, 

chuck roast or other less costly cut can be had for 

about a quarter of the cost. When cooked sous vide 

at the medium-rare temperature for 48 hours, the 

result is something that tastes very similar to rib eye 

for a fraction of the cost.

• Lower Energy Consumption: Because of the high 

temperatures involved, the energy usage of 

conventional gas or electric stoves and ovens is a 

substantial cost for commercial kitchens, in addition 

to causing the ambient temperature of the kitchen 

itself to be very warm. Sous vide equipment uses 

only a fraction of the energy cost required to cook 

any dish when compared to the high-temperature 

technique for the same menu item. 

• Enhanced kitchen multitasking: Because the sous 

vide process cooks food at precisely controlled 

temperatures that will not result in burning or 

otherwise overcooking, chefs and kitchen support 

staff can simply set the sous vide cooker, place 

the vacuum sealed food in the water vessel and 

immediately move on to other tasks, without needing 

to constantly return to check the sous vide process. 

Except for some delicate food recipes, the sous vide 

process is time-forgiving, meaning foods can be 

left in the sous vide cooker for considerable times 

beyond the set finished time without overcooking 

or losing quality in any way. For meats such as beef, 

lamb and pork, for example, the time-forgiveness 

window can be as much as four hours beyond the 

actual finished time. Significantly greater kitchen 

efficiency results because of the resulting ease of 

multitasking and timing of serving.

• Reduced personnel costs: The fact sous vide cooking 

yields all of the above advantages mean food-

service operations may utilize kitchen staff who are 

less sophisticated in their culinary knowledge, and 

therefore less expensive to hire. In larger kitchens, a 

reduction in the number of higher-paid personnel is 

even possible. While some training is required for the 

sous vide process — to learn the basics about food 

item preparation, operating the vacuum sealing 

and sous vide equipment – it is easily learned by 

individuals with minimal if any culinary knowledge 

or experience. Staff simply set the sous vide cooker 

to the desired temperature, vacuum seal the 

ingredients, place them in the sous vide cooker, if 

desired set the timer (it is not always necessary) and 

move on to other kitchen tasks.

DIRECT COMPOUND

Food products or products are finished 

immediately with quick searing or sautéing, 

plated and served

Products are quick-chilled and refrigerated 

for finishing and serving later
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ADDITIONAL COST BENEFITS WITH COMPOUND SOUS VIDE COOKING

• Significantly less wasted food: As sous vide foods 

are sealed in food-grade plastic bags and cooked 

at controlled temperatures, this reduces food 

waste considerably. Food cooked at one time, 

but not served immediately, can be quick chilled 

in its bag in an ice-bath and refrigerated without 

any loss in quality. It can then be reheated at just 

below the temperature at which it was originally 

prepared and served the next day. For example, 

if a restaurant prepared 12 steaks sous vide for its 

evening sittings but only served eight directly, the 

remaining four could be quick chilled, refrigerated 

and used either for unusually delicious steak salad 

or steak sandwiches for its lunch sitting the next day 

or placed again in the sous vide cooker, finished off 

and served the next evening with the same quality 

as the previous evening when they were originally 

cooked. The establishment’s total food budget is 

reduced by not having significant food waste.

• Time savings of cooking in advance: Particularly for 

situations such as catering, where large numbers of 

servings must be ready at precisely the same time, 

the sous vide process offers a major advantage. 

Large quantities of menu items can be prepared in 

advance and maintained in quality by quick chilling 

and refrigerating. When the time for serving arrives, 

all the portions can be reheated to the precise 

serving temperature at the same time and presented 

simultaneously. This advance sous vide cooking 

process reduces both the sophistication and the 

number of the personnel required for the event.
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• Consistent recipe results: The sous vide cooking 

process involves cooking foods at a lower 

temperature and at a precisely controlled 

temperature (less than 0.5° variance). It also allows 

foods to remain in the sous vide water bath for 

considerable extra time without overcooking; 

therefore once a recipe establishes the cooking 

temperature needed, the same results for that recipe 

can be attained repeatedly every single time simply 

by setting the sous vide cooker’s temperature at the 

same point. Consistency of quality menus translate 

into added revenues from higher menu pricing, more 

return customers and oft-repeated orders.

• Unique preparations: Another revenue enhancer 

is menu uniqueness. The moderate and consistent 

temperature characteristics of sous vide cooking 

means there are some food preparations that are 

extremely difficult if not impossible to cook any 

other way. “Custard” eggs are one good example. 

In a sense these are soft-boiled eggs, but with a 

custard-like consistency that a traditional soft-boiled 

egg won’t have because of the higher temperature 

gradient involved in cooking. French-style scrambled 

eggs is another example of a preparation unique 

to the sous vide process. These are almost custard-

like, creamy style of scrambled eggs that are 

much tastier than the sometimes rubbery hot-pan 

scrambled version. Pâtés and mousses are other 

examples where sous vide preparations result every 

time in tasty treats that are difficult to achieve 

consistently with less precise temperature-control 

methods. Pork chops offer yet another example. 

• Nutritional improvement: When food is cooked the 

sous vide way, the harmful changes to nutrients 

and minerals that are caused by high temperatures 

are greatly reduced. Juices have nowhere to 

run; they are trapped inside the vacuum sealed 

bag, meaning food keeps more of its healthy and 

essential nutrients. For vegetables in particular, this 

also means better taste and texture — all leading to 

enhanced reputation and increased revenue. 

• Improved menu planning: Once sous vide 

equipment is introduced to the commercial kitchen, 

menu planning is made easier due to the capability 

to simultaneously cook different types of food 

together and the ability to save unserved portions 

for equal-quality serving later. Different kinds of 

meat (beef, lamb, pork) and cuts of meat can be 

prepared at the same time without mixing flavors. 

Similarly, diverse vegetables can be sous vided 

simultaneously. The fact different dishes can be 

generated and even regenerated simultaneously 

means ease of menu planning, creating menu 

variety and building market advantage.

• Enhanced bar offerings of infused beverages: For 

current leading-edge mixologists, the top draw is 

flavor. The sous vide method to infuse spirits gives the 

liquor a fuller, more lively taste. One of the important 

advantages of the sous vide process for increasing 

bar revenues and restaurant attractiveness is the 

technique’s ability to infuse alcohols with a variety of 

fresh fruit and other flavors to create specialty drinks. 

With sous vide, this can be accomplished in a mere 

fraction of the time over the traditional soak, store 

and wait approach.

POTENTIAL REVENUE-ENHANCING BENEFITS
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OVERALL ECONOMICS OF SOUS VIDE COOKING
OPERATING COST REDUCTIONS EXAMPLE

The following is intended as a reasonable example of the range of savings that might be expected from introduc-

ing the sous vide process into the operations of an intermediate-size independent restaurant under two different 

scenarios. Of course, many other possibilities can be considered by altering these assumptions. Each restaurant will 

have variations such as size, menu offerings, operating times and extent of sous vide use in its kitchen operations. 

ASSUMPTIONS

• Establishment weekly revenue range:  

$25,000-$30,000

• Food costs are 30%-35% of revenue 

• Sous vide is applied to only 10%-15% of the menus 

• Sous vide food cost savings are only 3%-5% for items 

where sous vide is applied 

• Labor costs (assume 20-25 employees) ranges from 

30-35% of revenue

• Assumed sous vide caused labor reduction ranges 

from one employee being reduced to ½ time to one 

employee eliminated

• No establishment revenue increase is assumed

As presented in the table below, under these assumptions, cost savings from implementing the sous vide process 

can range from $250 to $600 per week ($13,000 to more than $30,000 annually) for an intermediate-size, indepen-

dent restaurant or equivalent food-service operation.

CATEGORY
WEEKLY SCENARIOS

LOW HIGH

Establishment revenue, $ $25,000 $30,000

Food costs, % of revenue 30% 35%

Food costs, $$ $7,500 $10,500

Menu items prepared sous vide, % 10% 15%

Menu items prepared sous vide, $ $750 $1,575

Savings in food costs from sous vide, % 3% 5%

Savings in food costs from sous vide, $ $23 $79

Labor costs, % of revenue 30% 35%

Labor costs, $ $7,500 $10,500

Reduction in labor costs from sous vide, % 3% 5%

Reduction in labor costs from sous vide, $ $225 $525

TOTAL WEEKLY SAVINGS VIA SOUS VIDE $248 $604

TOTAL ANNUAL SAVINGS VIA SOUS VIDE $12,870 $31,395
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INVESTMENT

The investment required for introducing sous vide 

cooking to a commercial kitchen is of two parts – 

equipment and setup. 

Equipment needs depend upon the nature and extent 

of sous vide cooking becoming a part of kitchen 

operations. Recently, the market has been flooded with 

inexpensive consumer models from Asia. However, if 

sous vide cooking is to become a significant dimension 

of commercial food-preparation operations, durability 

(two year or more warranty), high performance 

accuracy, flexibility and ease of use in the choice of 

sous vide cooker(s) is strongly recommended.  

There are many professional equipment options 

available. Per-model costs will range from $700 to 

$1,500 depending upon accuracy, capacity and 

durability/warranty. To this typically will be added 

a chamber vacuum sealer, ranging from $300 to 

$3,000+ depending upon capacity, performance, 

intended extent of use and durability. Typically, 

accessory equipment, such as a digital thermometer 

kit, may add another few hundred dollars. For the 

restaurant operations example presented earlier, a 

total investment in professional-grade equipment in the 

range of $2,000 (for the lower usage scenario) to $4,000 

(for the higher usage scenario) would be expected.

Preparing for the addition of sous vide cooking 

operations to a commercial kitchen does require some 

training and operations preparation. This is dependent 

upon the extent of anticipated sous vide activity and 

geographical location, both of which will determine 

the extent to which Hazard Analysis Critical Control 

Point (HACCP) procedures must be put in place for the 

kitchen. The training required is minimal—this is one 

advantages of sous vide cooking. HACCP training is 

straightforward and inexpensive as well, with several 

computer-based learning packages available in the 

range of $50 to $200.  

Many sous vide-specific recipes are available online 

and in cookbooks, and personnel need only learn how 

to operate the chamber vacuum sealer and set the 

temperature and timer on the sous vide cooker. 

The main expense is likely in setting up the 

documentation procedures required for tracking and 

noting the food-handling process in the kitchen for 

both direct and compound sous vide cooking. Total 

setup costs, including accessories and personnel time, 

will likely be between $500 and $1,500, depending 

upon the configuration of food-service facilities 

(kitchen, storage rooms, etc.) and the extent of 

operations training required. 

Therefore, the total investment required for an 

intermediate-size, independent restaurant or 

comparable food-service operation to be fully sous 

vide-operational can be expected in the range of 

$2,500 to $5,000, again depending upon the extent of 

sous vide cooking anticipated and the geographical 

location and configuration of the food-service 

facilities.

RETURN ON INVESTMENT

Without consideration of the potential revenue-enhancing effects of introducing the sous vide process in the exam-

ples presented, the sous vide investment would be fully paid for under the worst-case scenario in 140 days (lowest 

sous vide savings and highest investment) or as soon as 30 days in the best-case scenario (highest sous vide savings 

and lowest investment). From the investment break-even point forward, annual cost savings contribute substantially 

to increased operating margins and profitability in either scenario.  
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CONCLUSION
Commercial sous vide cooking is far more than an elaborate menu practice. Rather, it is a culinary technique with 

broad-based economic potential for food-service establishments of all kinds. It has the potential to reduce food 

wastage, costs and staff time, all critical to running a successful restaurant. 

Although the potential revenue-enhancement impacts have not been considered in these analyses, they may also 

be considerable. Nevertheless, the example presented — even if cost savings shown were to be cut in half — leads 

to the conclusion that sous vide cooking is a viable, cost-effective option for commercial kitchens to grow their 

menu options, enhance their food and reduce costs, and wastage.  
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