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Lower 48 States

Executive summary

The Washington Hospitality Association examined online menu pricing for the nation’s largest restaurant
chains located in the continental United States. Our research shows restaurant guests in Washington
are paying some of the highest prices in the nation to dine out.

The conclusions based on our findings include:

e Menu prices in Seattle are more than 17% higher than the average for the 20 largest cities in
America, putting Seattle in line with New York City and San Francisco.

e Washington state is the most expensive of the 48 states in this comparison with menu prices
13.6% higher than the national average.

General overview

There is substantial regional variation in restaurant menu prices across the U.S., with some states
pricing meals significantly below the national average, while others commanding large premiums. The
spread runs from around 6% below average in Kansas and Oklahoma to more than 13% above average
in Washington and California. This divergence can reflect not only differences in operating costs, wages
and real estate, but also regional dining culture and consumer spending power.

Lowest-cost states

At the most affordable end, Kansas, Oklahoma and Louisiana all post restaurant menu prices 5.8%-
5.9% below the U.S. average, making them the cheapest dining states. They are joined by other
Southern and Midwestern states like Texas (-5.3%), Alabama (-4.9%), and Arkansas (-4.4%). Collectively,
these states demonstrate that the South and interior Midwest remain the most budget-friendly regions
for dining out.

Local industry leaders in these states were thrilled that their work to make restaurants affordable for
local families appears to be paying off. According to Kansas Restaurant & Hospitality Association CEO
Adam Mills, “Kansas restaurants have successfully aligned with Kansas lawmakers to create a stable
and affordable marketplace for our business owners and consumers alike. Obtaining meals, snacks and
beverages that are both affordable and restaurant quality is essential for most Kansans. We are proud
that we have been able to contribute to making life better for all Kansans."

Stan Harris, CEO of the Louisiana Restaurant Association, said, “We were so pleased to see the cost of
dining out in Louisiana is significantly lower than many other states. Given the challenging economy, this
report clarifies the consistent value of dining out in Louisiana when compared to other locales.

Being able to compare Louisiana to the rest of the nation, and its favorable cost advantage should help
our region better market local restaurants.”



States near the average

A relatively narrow band of states—including Florida, South Dakota,

Minnesota, Illinois, Maryland and Delaware—cluster around the
national average, ranging from -0.5% to +1.7%. This suggests that dining

costs in these areas mirror the typical U.S. experience, neither particularly

expensive nor notably cheap. Such alignment may stem from balanced
cost structures and competitive restaurant markets that prevent wide
price swings.

Most expensive states

The highest restaurant costs are concentrated on the West Coast and in
parts of the Northeast. Massachusetts shows prices nearly +6% above
average, but the sharpest premiums appear in Oregon (+9.1%),
California (+13.3%), and Washington (+13.6%). These states represent
the peak of dining costs in the U.S., driven by expensive urban markets,
higher minimum wages, costly regulations and an over-all higher than
average cost of living*. For diners, this translates into significantly higher
checks, while for restaurants, it emphasizes the importance of pricing
strategies that match high operating costs.

Disappointment and a commitment to do better for local consumers
summarized the reaction from local industry leaders to these findings.

“It's not surprising, yet stillincredibly disappointing to see Washington
state is the least affordable restaurant state in the country. We need to
work harder to help policy makers understand that their consistent
actions to increase costs are having a real impact on Washington
families.” Anthony Anton, president & CEO, Washington Hospitality
Association.

Jot Condie of the California Restaurant Association agrees,

stating, “Californians deserve better. There’s no explanation other than
bad policies that make everything more expensive. Our state and local
elected officials need to own the fact that a single parent in Rialto,
California is spending $20 more for the exact same family meal in
Marietta, Georgia.”

Combined
Kansas -5.9%
Oklahoma -5.9%
Louisiana -5.8%
Texas -5.3%
Alabama -4.9%
Georgia -4.6%
North Carolina -4.5%
Arkansas -4.4%
West Virginia -4.3%
Mississippi -4.1%
Tennessee -3.4%
Indiana -3.4%
North Dakota -3.1%
Ohio -3.1%
Idaho -3.0%
lowa -2.8%
South Carolina -2.6%
Michigan -2.4%
Kentucky -2.3%
Wisconsin -2.2%
Pennsylvania -2.1%
Virginia -1.7%
Utah -1.2%
Missouri -1.2%
Nebraska -1.1%
New Mexico -1.1%
Wyoming -0.9%
Florida -0.5%
South Dakota -0.3%
Minnesota 1.4%
IWinois 1.6%
Maryland 1.6%
Delaware 1.7%
Vermont 2.0%
Maine 2.4%
Rhode Island 2.8%
New Hampshire 2.9%
Nevada 3.4%
New Jersey 3.5%
Arizona 3.6%
Montana 4.7%
Connecticut 4.8%
Colorado 5.1%
New York 5.4%
Massachusetts 5.9%
Oregon 9.1%
California 13.3%
Washington 13.6%




Conclusions: Implications and insights

Taken together, the data demonstrates how regional dynamics play a central role in shaping restaurant
economics. The South and Midwest are the most affordable regions, while the West Coast and parts
of the Northeast have the highest restaurant costs. For restaurant operators, this implies that pricing
strategies must be tailored to local market realities—what works in Ohio would not be sustainable in
Oregon. For consumers, the data serves as a reminder that the cost of dining out varies dramatically
across the U.S,, reflecting deeper structural differences in regional economies.




Top 20 U.S. Cities

General overview

The chart highlights the variation in restaurant menu prices
across 20 large U.S. cities, measured as a percentage above or
below the average of all 20. This comparison reveals a wide
spread, ranging from nearly 9% below average in cities like
Charlotte and Fort Worth to more than 17% above average in
San Francisco and Seattle. The data underscores how dining
costs are shaped not just by local market conditions but also by
broader regional and economic factors.

Lowest-cost cities

At the lower end of the spectrum, cities such as Charlotte, Fort
Worth, Austin, Oklahoma City and Indianapolis all register
between 8% to 9% below average. This suggests that dining out
in these areas is significantly cheaper than in the national urban
benchmark. Notably, many of these are mid-sized or fast-
growing cities with relatively lower costs, particularly in the
South and Midwest. Their affordability encourages higher

Combined
Charlotte, NC - 900,000 -9.1%
Fort Worth, TX - 1.0 million -9.1%
Austin, TX - 1.0 million -8.4%
Oklahoma City, OK - 700,000 -8.3%
Indianapolis, IN - 900,000 -8.0%
Houston, TX - 2.3 million -7.6%
San Antonio, TX - 1.5 million -6.8%
Columbus, OH - 900,000 -5.9%
Dallas, TX - 1.3 million -5.3%
Jacksonville, FL - 1.0 million -3.6%
Philadelphia, PA - 1.6 million -2.6%
Phoenix, AZ - 1.7 million -1.1%
Chicago, IL - 2.6 million 1.4%
Denver, CO - 800,000 2.7%
San Diego, CA - 1.4 million 9.0%
Los Angeles, CA - 3.8 million 12.6%
San Jose, CA - 1.0 million 15.2%
New York City, NY - 7.9 million 16.1%
Seattle, WA - 800,000 17.1%
San Francisco, CA - 900,000 17.5%

restaurant patronage, making dining out a more accessible option for residents.

“We work hard to minimize government mandates and regulations that ultimately increase costs on

consumers. In doing so, we help keep the cost of doing business low and menu prices attractive to

guests. We’re blessed to have cultivated one of the most favorable business climates in the country

which in return has provided us with one of the best dining scenes in the country.” - Lynn Minges,

president and CEO, North Carolina Restaurant and Lodging Association

"Texas is proud to have five of the top ten cities in America for dining value. This recognition reflects our

state’s consistent regulatory environment and pro-business policies, which create the best opportunity

to operate a restaurant while delivering delicious AND affordable meals to Texans.” - Emily Williams

Knight Ed.D., president and CEO, Texas Restaurant Association

Mid-tier cities

Several large cities, including Houston, San Antonio, Columbus, Dallas and Jacksonville, fall between
7% and 3% below average, reflecting moderate affordability. Meanwhile, Philadelphia, Phoenix and
Chicago hover closer to the baseline, within -2.6% to +1.4% of the average. These results indicate a

clustering around the mean for many big metros, suggesting that while regional differences exist,

restaurant pricing remains broadly competitive across much of the country.
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Most expensive cities

On the high-cost side, Los Angeles, San Jose and New York City stand out, with menu prices more than
12% higher than the top 20 city average. This group highlights how coastal or high-tourist cities often
command dining premiums due to elevated rents, wages and operating expenses.

The two most expensive markets for dining out are Seattle and San Francisco, where restaurant menu
prices exceed the top 20 city average by 17.1% and 17.5%, respectively. These cities exemplify the
extreme impact of high costs of living, heavy costs related to regulatory burden and strong wage
pressures. For residents and visitors alike, this translates into noticeably higher checks when compared
to dining in more affordable metros.

“When Seattle officials still wanted affordable, great restaurants in the city, my dining room was filled
with families growing up in my restaurant. Now the only ones who can afford my art are lawyers, tech
executives and tourists even though it’s the same menu. My business is fine, but my heart is broken” -
anonymous owner of a Seattle Italian restaurant.

"Policies unique to California are making everything more expensive. Our elected officials must
acknowledge that and work to reduce the government impediments that stand in the way of an
affordable California.” - Steve Sarver - CEO San Francisco Soup Company, dba Ladle & Leaf.

Conclusions: Implications and insights

Taken together, the data demonstrates how regional dynamics play a central role in shaping restaurant
economics. Lower-cost Southern and Midwestern cities offer more budget-friendly dining experiences,
while coastal hubs impose substantial premiums due to higher costs. For restaurant operators, this
implies that pricing strategies must be tailored to local market realities—what works in Charlotte would
not be sustainable in San Francisco. For consumers, the chart serves as a reminder that the cost of
dining out varies dramatically across the U.S., reflecting deeper structural differences in regional

economies.




Methodology

Lower 48 States: Alaska and Hawaii are excluded from the comparison as both states have unique
structural cost pressures that make restaurant dining more expensive compared to the lower 48 states.
This includes butis not limited to shipping and transportation costs, limited local supply chains and
unique seasonal patterns.

The average menu prices were determined by taking 20 restaurant chains with locations in the most
states. We selected two high profile entrees on each menu. We then compared that menu price to the
same menu price of the same restaurant and developed a percentage of menu price higher or lower than
the average. All prices were gathered from the publicly available menus from each of the companies’
websites. We then took the average percentage above or below the other cities for all 40 entrees to
establish the combined average.

Because the quick service restaurant (QSR) side of the industry is likely to have locations in every state,
and full-service restaurants are more likely to have just one in every state, we isolated the QSR search to
like cities. We chose Auburn, Washington as an average Washington city that would still have all ten QSR
brands and then selected the most similar city to Auburn in each of the other 47 states. We then chose
the restaurants either within the city limits to the similar city or the location closest to that city as a
second option.

Cost of living by state source is the “Cost of Living Data Series,” from the Missouri Economic Research
and Information Center.

Top 20 U.S. Cities: The 20 largest cities were selected by population size according to the latest U.S.
Census.
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