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Preface


Food is a basic need. Though tastes and trends change, technology advances, and demographics shift, people always need to eat.


Now, that doesn’t mean that starting and running a profitable food-service business will be a proverbial piece of cake. Quite the contrary: This will probably be the hardest work you’ve ever done. But it has the potential to be tremendously rewarding, both financially and emotionally—and it can be lots of fun.


There are many ways you can enter the food-service industry, from buying a small coffee cart to building a high-end restaurant from the ground up. In this book, we examine six basic food-service businesses: a restaurant, a pizzeria, a sandwich shop/delicatessen, a coffeehouse, a bakery, and a catering business. It’s important to remember that these aren’t mutually exclusive businesses; they can be customized and combined to create the specific business you have in mind.


Perhaps you know exactly what type of food-service business you want to start, or perhaps you haven’t made a final decision yet. Either way, it’s a good idea to read all the chapters in this book—even those that pertain to businesses you think you aren’t interested in starting. If you read with an open mind, you may get ideas from one type of operation that you can apply to another.


This book will give you the basic information you need to start a food-service business. You’ll learn how to develop a business plan; what the day-to-day operation is like; how to set up your kitchen and dining area; how to buy and maintain equipment and inventory; how to deal with administrative, financial, personnel, and regulatory issues; and how to market your venture.


Because the best information about business comes from the people who are already in the trenches, we interviewed successful food-service business owners who were happy to share their stories. Their experiences span all types of food-service operations, and several of them are illustrating in practice that you can successfully blend more than one type of operation. Throughout the book, you’ll read about what works—and doesn’t—for these folks and how you can use their techniques in your own business.


You’ll also learn what the food-service business is really like. The hours can be flexible, but they’re usually long. The profit margins are good, but only if you’re paying attention to detail. The market is tremendous, but you’ll have a substantial amount of competition, which means you’ll need a plan to set yourself apart. The opportunity to express yourself creatively is virtually limitless, but sometimes you’ll have to do what the market demands—even if it’s not your preference.


Like anything else, there’s no magic formula, no quick path to success. Thriving in the food-service business takes hard work, dedication, and commitment. But it can be well worth the investment of your time, energy, and resources. After all, everybody’s got to eat—including you.









CHAPTER 1


Introduction to the Food-Service Business


As increasing numbers of consumers want to dine out or take prepared food home, the number of food-service operations in the United States has skyrocketed from 155,000 about 45 years ago to over 1 million restaurants today, according to the National Restaurant Association. But there’s still room in the market for your food-service business.


Shifting demographics and changing lifestyles are driving the surge in food-service businesses. Busy consumers don’t have the time or inclination to cook. They want the flavor of fresh bread without the hassle of baking. They want tasty, nutritious meals without dishes to wash. In fact, the rise in popularity of to-go operations underscores clear trends in the food-service industry. More singles, working parents, dual-career families, and elderly people are demanding greater convenience when it comes to buying their meals.
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According to Food Network Chef Robert Irvine, the five main reasons restaurants fail are:




	Inexperience


	Bad “people management” skills


	Lack of accounting knowledge


	Inconsistent customer Service


	Sub-par food quality and execution









 





Although the future looks bright for the foodservice industry overall, there are no guarantees in this business. Even the most successful operators will tell you this isn’t a “get rich quick” industry. It’s more like a “work hard and make a living” industry. Paul Mangiamele, president and CEO of Bennigan’s, says, “Although we all love it, this business is very difficult. It’s a wonderful business, a great business, a satisfying business. It’s a lucrative business. But there are a thousand moving parts, and you need to be knowledgeable of all of them.”


A hard reality is that many restaurants fail during their first year, frequently due to a lack of planning. But that doesn’t mean your food-service business has to be an extremely complex operation. In fact, the more streamlined you can make it, the better your chances for success. One restaurateur observed, “The restaurant business is a simple business that people make complicated.” A basic formula for success is quality food, good service, and great people—an approach that’s worked for all the restaurant owners you’ll hear from in this book.


Who Are the Diners?


No single food-service operation has universal appeal. This is a fact that many newer entrepreneurs have trouble accepting, but the reality is that you will never capture 100 percent of any market. When you try to please everyone, you end up pleasing no one. So focus on the 5 or 10 percent of the market that you can get, and forget about the rest.


That said, who’s eating at restaurants? Let’s take a look at the main market categories of food-service business customers.


Generation Y


This generation—also tagged the “millennial generation,” the “echo” or the “boomlet” generation, and sometimes called “Generation We”—includes those born between 1980 and 2000. At least 75 million strong, Generation Y is the most ethnically diverse generation yet and is more than three times the size of Generation X. Gen Y teenagers have an average of $118 per week of disposable income, and 40 percent of them hold at least a part-time job. In terms of living arrangements, one in four lives in a single-parent household, and three out of four have working mothers. They’re forming dining habits that will last a lifetime, and they’re a prime market for food-service businesses. In fact, more than any other generation, they view prepared food as a staple, not a luxury. Even so, compared with older generations, they don’t have as much money to spend on eating out. When choosing a restaurant, the top factors for Gen Y are low prices, great services, and proximity to home or job. They look for discounts and coupons.


Members of Generation Y go for fast-food and quick-service items. About 25 percent of their restaurant visits are to burger franchises, followed by pizza restaurants at 12 percent. In many ways, this group’s food consumption behavior isn’t significantly different than previous generations at the same age, but they do tend to be more experimental and open to extreme flavors. Another clear difference about them is that they love places where they can be wired in so they can go online, check email and social media, and play games while they eat, so make sure your wifi is working. They also like restaurants where they feel they are welcome to stay as long as they like. They have a low threshold for boredom. In addition, they also like gadgets and/or self-serve terminals for placing food orders. So if you’re looking to attract Gen Y patrons, make your operation low cost, high interest, and high-tech/mobile device friendly.


Generation X


Generation X is a label applied to those who were born between 1965 and 1979. This group is known for strong family values. While earlier generations strove to do better financially than their parents, Gen Xers are more likely to focus on their relationship with their children. They are concerned with value, and they favor quick-service restaurants and midscale operations that offer all-you-can-eat salad bars and buffets. To appeal to this group, offer a comfortable atmosphere that focuses on value and ambience.


A separate category within this age group includes working professionals who dine out with clients, partners, or co-workers. Business lunches, luncheons, and meetings present a huge opportunity for well-positioned restaurants in the heart of downtown or the local business district. Because businesses range widely in their culture and formality, restaurants for the business crowd can range from high-end formal to business casual. They must, however, understand the needs of the lunch crowd, which means prompt service, as time may be limited. It also often means attentive bar service.


Baby Boomers


Born between 1946 and 1964, baby boomers make up the largest segment of the U.S. population. Prominent in this generation are affluent professionals who can afford to visit upscale restaurants and spend money freely. During the 1980s, they were the main consumer group for upscale, trendy restaurants. In the 1990s, many baby boomer families were two-income households with children. Today, those on the leading edge of the boomer generation are becoming grandparents, making them a target of both restaurants that offer a family-friendly atmosphere and those that provide an upscale, formal dining experience. Many have become empty nesters—but others who thought they would be empty nesters at this point in their lives have seen their adult children move back home, and some are even caring for grandchildren. This is a tremendous demographic group that can’t be reached with a one-size-fits-all product or marketing approach.
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According to the National Restaurant Association, the restaurant industry’s share of the food dollar is 47 percent.






 





Empty Nesters


This group consists of people in the age range between the high end of the baby boomers and seniors (people in their early 50s to about age 64). Empty nesters typically have grown children who no longer live at home, and their ranks will continue to increase as the baby boomers grow older and their children leave home. With the most discretionary income and the highest per-capita income of all the generations, this group typically visits upscale restaurants. They’re less concerned with price and are focused on excellent service and outstanding food. Appeal to this group with elegant surroundings and a sophisticated ambience.


Seniors


The senior market covers the large age group of those who are 65 and older. Seniors range from those who are on fixed incomes and may not be able to afford upscale restaurants often to those who have tucked away significant savings and are enjoying their retirement years. Depending on the socio-economics of seniors in your area, you may opt for family-style restaurants that offer good service and reasonable prices or more upscale restaurants with higher quality items, yet not in rich or heavy sauces.


“Younger” seniors are likely to be more active and have more disposable income than “older” seniors, whose health may be declining. Other seniors may appreciate restaurants that offer early-bird specials and senior menus with lower prices and smaller portions. Restaurants dealing with a significant senior population should have flexibility with menu items and ingredients for health purposes.


Industry Trends


In the 1980s—by many accounts the decade of greed—new restaurants were typically upscale establishments that centered on unique and creative dishes by famous chefs. Young, professional baby boomers, often with liberal expense accounts, supported these concepts. The 1990s brought a trend to the restaurant industry that’s continuing into the 21st century: an appreciation of value. There’s no question that family-minded Generation Xers and baby boomers are concentrating on stretching their dollars.


Some other industry trends include:




	
Food trucks, carts, and kiosks. Eating establishments no longer require customers to come to them. In many cases, the restaurant goes to the customer in the form of a food truck, cart, or kiosk. Many limited-service mobile facilities are operating at locations that attract large numbers of people, such as malls, universities, airports, sports stadiums, and arenas. These restaurants typically offer limited menus but attract customers with their recognizable names.


	
Co-branded operations. Especially popular in the fast-food market, “co-branding,” or “dual-branding,” is when two or more well-known restaurants combine their menus in one location to offer customers a wider selection of items. The concept of co-branding began in the 1990s and continues to be a strong trend.


	
Nutrition-conscious customers. Restaurant-goers are showing a heightened interest in health and nutrition. Many are looking for low-fat dishes and fresh, locally sourced foods.


	
Popular menu items. Barbecued foods and appetizers remain two of the most popular menu groups. Barbecue appears to satisfy customers seeking spicy foods and regional cuisines. Appetizer orders are increasing, thanks to customers who omit entrées and choose starters instead. Snack foods are growing in popularity. Customers are also increasingly looking for menu items that are compatible with weight-loss trends such as the low-carb, high-protein diets and Weight Watchers. Another ingredient concern stems from food safety and ecological issues, and restaurants have responded with more natural and organic menu items, more local ingredients, and more sourcing information on the menu.


	
A focus on children. Because there are many families and baby boomers with grandchildren dining out, the majority of their restaurant experiences are family-oriented. Food-service operations wanting to reach this market are offering children’s menus and children’s value meals with smaller portions. Some offer child-friendly environments with booster seats, toys, balloons, crayons, menus featuring games on them, and even free table-side entertainment in the form of magicians and clowns.


	
Expanding the bar. Restaurants want their guests to hang around, so they’re offering more flavorful cocktails and savory appetizers, often available in bar areas designed for comfort and lingering. Classic, glamorous, old-fashioned cocktails have returned to popularity. And “mocktails”—nonalcoholic drinks with the same sophisticated flavors as the cocktail menu—are an attractive alternative for non-drinkers and designated drivers.







 






stat fact




[image: ]







[image: ]





More than 65 percent of restaurant customers agree that food served at their favorite restaurant provides flavor and taste sensations they cannot easily duplicate at home.











 






[image: ][image: ] Behind the Angel-Hair Curtain






The typical American food-service business owner began his or her career in an entry-level position such as a busperson, dishwasher, or cook; works long hours; is energetic and entrepreneurial; and is usually more involved in charitable, civic, and political activities than the average American.


Although these traits are characteristic of restaurateurs, they’re not required attributes. For example, some food-service business owners have entered their fields without any previous experience. They hire employees who have the experience they lack and who can help guide their operation to success. There is, however, no substitute for energy and a desire to succeed. Successful restaurateurs know they’ve chosen an industry where hard work is the norm, and they’re willing to do what it takes to turn their dreams into reality.






 





Menu Trends


As you put together a plan for your food-service business, be aware of some of the trends in terms of menu content and design. These factors could—and, in fact, should—influence the type of food-service business you open.


Restaurant operators report that vegetarian items, tortillas, locally grown produce, organic items, fusion dishes (combining two or more ethnic cuisines in one dish or on one plate), and microbrewed or local beers continue to be popular. Pita dishes and wraps are also in high demand as an easy-to-consume alternative to sandwiches. You’ll also see a strong demand for bagels, espresso, and specialty coffees, as well as “real meals,” which are typically an entrée with a side order. Other top menu trends include locally sourced meats and seafood, locally grown produce and co-op food sources, sustainability as a culinary theme, nutritious kids’ dishes, gluten-free and food-allergy-conscious items, and back-to-basics cuisine.
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Combine two or more types of food-service businesses for maximum profitability. For example, Cuisine Unlimited caterer Maxine Turner’s Salt Lake City operation is a combination upscale catering business and delicatessen. The businesses complement each other; deli customers often use the catering service, and catering customers visit the deli. You’ll also find restaurants in seasonal tourist locations and food trucks in areas hit by cold winters that switch to catering indoor events and parties during their “slower” months.






 





Customers are also demanding “comfort food”: the dishes that take them back to their childhoods, when mothers baked from scratch, and meat and potatoes were at the center of each plate. Creative chefs are looking for ways to redefine and reinvigorate comfort food favorites. Instead of the traditional version of shepherd’s pie, for example, you might see one made with mushrooms, spinach, carrots, and lobster sauce.


Menus are also showing a number of ethnic dishes and spice-infused offerings. It’s not surprising to find Thai, Vietnamese, Creole, Tuscan, and even classic French cuisines on the same menu and even on the same plate.


At the same time, be sure to keep the kids in mind as you plan your selections. If families are a key part of your target market, you’ll want to offer a range of four or five items in smaller portions that youngsters will enjoy, such as a half-portion of pasta or small hamburger. If you serve snack items as well as entrées, note that kids are choosing healthier snacks more often than they did a few years ago, thanks to concerned parents. For example, while both sweet and salty snacks remain popular, the top snack foods consumed by kids between ages 2 and 17 are: yogurt; potato chips; fresh fruit; string cheese, prepackaged cheese cubes, cheese shapes; hard candy; ice, fudge, and cream pops; chewy candy; corn chips; doughnuts; and snack pies and pastries. About 40 percent of snacks are eaten after main meals. While most restaurants still offer fixed “kids’ meals,” you might consider being more flexible by allowing your young diners to choose among a selection of nutritious options.


Though menu variety has increased over the years, menus themselves are growing shorter. Busy consumers don’t want to read a lengthy menu before dinner; dining out is a recreational activity, so they’re in the restaurant to relax. Keep the number of items you offer in check, and keep menu descriptions simple and straightforward, providing customers with a variety of choices in a concise format.


Your menu should indicate whether dishes can be prepared to meet special dietary requirements. Items low in fat, sodium, and cholesterol should also be marked as such.


Most large chains do a significant amount of market research before adding new items to their menus. Occasional visits to popular chain outlets (or just paying attention to their ads or visiting their websites) can help you benefit from their investment. For example, Applebee’s has teamed up with Weight Watchers International to develop menu items for diners who are counting “points.” A number of restaurants offer low-carb items for customers on programs such as Atkins or South Beach and paleo dieters. Seasons 52, which changes its menu every week, offers nutritionally balanced, lower-calorie items and desserts in bite-size portions. This follows the growing trend of seasonal menus and smaller portions, including “mini food,” such as small sandwiches and desserts that are just a few bites. These items are often served on smaller plates to enhance the presentation. When P. F. Chang’s China Bistro sponsored a marathon, it also created special high-carb, high-protein entrées for participating athletes. Even the fast-food outlets, which aren’t known for nutritious fare, are offering healthier options to become more competitive.


Another trend growing in popularity is the offering of sharable items, such as appetizers that can be shared by the entire party and half portions of entrée items. We’re also seeing increased flexibility in restaurant dayparts; the traditional set times for breakfast, lunch, and dinner are a thing of the past in our 24/7 world. In particular, offering breakfast any time of the day is rapidly becoming the new standard. Pay attention to these trends, and adjust your own menu when the market demands it.


Even as you consider trends, create your own signature dishes to distinguish your operation. Stefano LaCommare, owner of Stefano’s Trattoria in Winter Springs, Florida, uses family recipes, dishes he remembers from when he was growing up in Italy. He’ll sometimes change them slightly, resulting in a meal that no one else can offer, and that keeps his customers coming back.


Understanding Takeout Customers


Research conducted by the National Restaurant Association indicates off-premises consumption of restaurant food is on the rise. Respondents to a survey conducted by the organization showed that nearly 20 percent order takeout or delivery service once a week.


Fast-food restaurants (operations that prepare food quickly) represent the largest share of off-premises dining, followed by carryout restaurants (operations that target the off-premises diner either in part or exclusively). However, full-service establishments are increasing their takeout services. A growing number are allowing diners to call in their order and a description of their car and then delivering the food to them in a designated parking area.
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The most popular items on children’s menus are:




	Chicken nuggets or strips


	French fries


	Hamburgers


	Pasta


	Grilled cheese sandwiches


	Hot dogs


	Pizza


	Fish sticks


	Cookies


	Shrimp


	Pancakes


	Milkshakes









 





What motivates consumers to buy prepared food to consume elsewhere? Mainly, they’re in a hurry and want easy access, fast service, and reasonable prices. Another reason is that they’re just too tired to shop for, and prepare, food themselves. Often, consumers looking for a special treat are inclined to buy takeout food, particularly ice cream, snacks, and gourmet coffees. Another strong motivator of takeout customers is the desire to eat something that’s good for them. These people tend to order takeout from full-service restaurants. They also get takeout items from grocery stores and cafeterias or buffets with tasty, fresh foods.


Takeout Technology Explodes


More and more people want food and they want it now, to the tune of a multimillion-dollar business. With this in mind a whole new industry has arisen in the past few years. It’s the high-tech means of ordering online and having food delivered to your door. Websites such as Instacart (www.instacart.com) and FreshDirect (www.freshdirect.com) are online grocery shopping sites for those who want to cook but haven’t the time to shop, although much of what you can order is already made and ready to serve or heat and serve. HelloFresh (www.hellofresh.com) features fresh ingredients and various recipes so you can be creative in the kitchen.


The concept and marketing idea behind these services is to save people the time of grocery shopping. They are particularly popular with seniors who cannot always get to the store or carry the packages. Families with two working spouses and children at home are also using the services because it allows them to do numerous other activities instead, such as driving to and from soccer practices or making sure homework gets done. While the rise of such online and app ordering and delivery services has only taken off in the last few years, major players like Amazon with AmazonFresh, Uber, Walmart, and other retailers (both in and outside of the food industry) have already jumped into the fray.


Then there are the multi-restaurant delivery services that have sprung up. They let you choose from a wide range of restaurants in your area (and in their network). GrubHub (at www.grubhub.com), for example, offers customers the opportunity to order from roughly 35,000 local takeout restaurants in more than 900 U.S. cities and London. Delivery Hero (at www.deliveryhero.com) and Just Eat (at www.just-eat.com/) are similar services that have enjoyed success in other parts of the world. Just Eat is even listed on the London Stock Exchange. Seamless (at www.seamless.com) partners with over 12,000 restaurants, serves over 4,000 companies, and has over 2,000,000 members in the United States and in London. DoorDash (at www.doordash.com) delivers from fast-food eateries, as well as a wider range of restaurants, such as the Cheesecake Factory and area diners. Fees are typically minimal (for DoorDash $2 to $5) and based on distance. In many cases the timeframe of the order will be listed and for many of the mobile online food sites, you can even track the courier.


The benefit to the restaurant owners is that they are found by additional customers within a reasonable distance. The benefit to customers is that they need not search for takeout menus and phone numbers from which to order. Thanks to apps, smartphone customers can also order from mostly takeout or similar types of restaurants without having to search through numerous restaurants.


On the higher end of the spectrum is Caviar (at www.trycaviar.com), with food delivered from restaurants including high-end establishments in major cities such as New York, Boston, Dallas, Atlanta, San Francisco, Miami, and other cities. The variety of foods (ranging from Asian, Indian, Italian, Caribbean, and Mexican restaurants) all found at one source makes this a marketable and successful concept. These and other services, such as the newer DiningIn (at www.diningin.com), feature higher price point menu options, but also offer quality above the fast-food restaurants or pizzerias.


Fast and reliable service is essential. You may look for a niche, such as delivering from the only few health food restaurants in town or mixing and matching orders with x number of items from one location and x from another (within reason). The field is growing, but it can stretch only as far as the number of willing restaurants or grocery stores in your area.


Marketing to families, seniors, people with disabilities, the corporate/business crowd for lunch, and out-of-town visitors may all be part of your demographic group.


Conversely, if you are opening a restaurant, or food service business of another type, these delivery services are worth exploring to help you branch out and reach new customers.


Where’s the Competition?


Competition in the food-service industry is widespread, varied, and significant. When you open a restaurant, you’ll be competing not only with other similarly themed restaurants but also with every restaurant in the area you serve. In addition, your customers themselves are a form of competition, because they can make their own meals at home if they choose. Let’s take a closer look at the primary competition categories.


Chains


Chain restaurants may be the biggest threat to independent operators. Chains are growing as private companies and franchises take over a greater portion of the market. With well-known names and large advertising budgets, chains enjoy significant consumer recognition.


What these restaurants don’t offer is the personalized attention that many small, independent operations provide—so this is where independent restaurants have an advantage. Many restaurateurs become acquainted with their regular customers and build relationships with them. This isn’t to say that chains don’t offer personalized service, indeed, many of them excel in this area. But there’s a difference when customers know they’re dealing directly with the owner.


Independent restaurants have several other competitive advantages over chains. For one thing, independently owned fine-dining establishments are often willing to take reservations, while chains usually aren’t. Independents may also offer live music, experienced chefs (rather than just basic cooks), and creative foods and beverages. While chains have the advantage of a well-known name, many independents offer the atmosphere customers prefer. It is also easier for independents to alter menu items for those with food allergies or on specific diets.
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You don’t have to prepare every item you serve from scratch. To increase productivity, more food-service businesses are offering menu items that are either fully or partially prepared off premises. Bread is the most commonly purchased prepared item, but a significant number of operators also purchase pre-portioned meats, prepared desserts, soups, and sauce bases. You can also purchase pre-chopped salads.






 





Supermarkets and Convenience Stores


Supermarkets and convenience stores are fairly recent competitors for restaurants. Rather than items to be cooked, these businesses now offer customers more foods that are already freshly prepared and ready to go—although not always healthy. Their menus typically include fried chicken, sandwiches, side dishes, salads, and desserts. The primary concern of customers who visit these establishments is convenience, so supermarkets and convenience stores offer serious competition to quick-service restaurants that also compete on the basis of convenience and value. In fact, an increasing number of consumers are using convenience stores and quick-service restaurants interchangeably.
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The restaurant industry’s sales equal 4 percent of the U.S. gross domestic product.






 





Eating at Home


Dining out isn’t a necessity for most people. Restaurants, like other service businesses, sell convenience: They perform a task that consumers could otherwise handle themselves. Some consumers perceive dining out as something to do only on special occasions, which may be the attitude of a large portion of upscale restaurant customers. Such restaurants must market the idea of luxury, pampering, and food choices that you may not typically eat or know how to prepare. Quick-service and midscale restaurants must appeal to value- and time-conscious consumers. They must stress how eating out can save customers the time and trouble of cooking and how customers can relax while they eat and not worry about cleaning up afterward.









CHAPTER 2


Restaurant Operations


Owning a food-service business may seem like an entrepreneurial dream come true. Even the smallest operations have an element of glamour: On the surface, it looks like the owners make their living greeting guests and serving meals while becoming recognizable figures in the community. And as more celebrities enter the food-service industry, they add to the restaurant’s image as an exciting, lucrative opportunity.


But dealing graciously with customers and playing the role of elegant host is only part of a restaurateur’s many duties. Food-service business operators spend most of their time developing menus; ordering inventory and supplies; managing personnel; creating and implementing marketing campaigns; making sure their operation complies with a myriad of local, state, and federal regulations; completing lots of paperwork; and doing other administrative chores. Certainly the financial opportunities are there—as are the fun aspects of the business. But starting, running, and growing a food-service business is also hard work.


Regardless of the type of food-service business you intend to start, the best way to learn is to work for a similar operation for a while before striking out on your own. Doing so will give you significant insight into the realities and logistics of the business.


Jim Amaral, founder of Borealis Breads in Portland, Maine, started working in bakeries when he was 15. “I worked my way up from washing pots and pans to frying doughnuts to doing the basic retail bakery stuff,” he recalls. Today, he owns a bakery that specializes in sourdough breads and brings in more than $10 million a year in both wholesale and retail business out of multiple locations in Maine.


Another restaurateur who started in the business at the age of 15 is Scott Redler. “As soon as I started working in a restaurant, I realized this was my passion,” he says. “The energy level of a restaurant—there’s nothing like it in the world. When you have a busy restaurant, and you’re watching everything happen as it should, it’s just a wonderful feeling of satisfaction. You’re making people smile.” After working in various restaurants for 11 years, he opened a Chinese fast-food place at the age of 26. That venture failed within eight months. Redler then went to work for a large restaurant company, where he eventually advanced to the position of senior vice president, overseeing 15 operations. But he still yearned for his own place, so he developed the concept that became Timberline Steakhouse & Grill in Kansas (which he sold in 2011). He recognized that the fast, casual segment was gaining momentum, so he created Freddy’s Frozen Custard and Steakburgers, which offers hot dogs, hamburgers, and (as you might expect) frozen custard. Freddy’s Frozen Custard and Steakburgers is now a franchise operation with 150 stores in 30 states.


Ann Crane took a more direct path to restaurant entrepreneurship. For 15 years, she worked for Meyerhof’s Cuisine and Catering, a catering business in Irvine, California. When the owner passed away, Crane bought the company from the heirs.
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Lunch is the most popular meal for people to eat away from home. Popular lunch items include hamburgers, sandwiches wraps, salads, soups, and ethnic foods.






 





Originally from Marsala, Italy, Stefano LaCommare began his career cooking for the crew on his father’s commercial fishing boat. He came to the United States in 1974 and opened his first restaurant in New York in 1982. He sold that restaurant and moved to Florida in 1989, where he went to work as the chef for a family-owned Italian restaurant. Wanting to be in business for himself, he offered to buy that restaurant. The family refused, so LaCommare resigned and opened the first Stefano’s Trattoria in Winter Park, Florida, in 1994. He sold that restaurant, opened another under a different name (the original Stefano’s was still operating under its new owner; it later went out of business, so he was able to use the name again), sold that one, and then opened his current Stefano’s Trattoria in Winter Springs in 2006.


Paul Mangiamele grew up in the restaurant business, working for quarters in his uncle’s New York trattoria when he was a youngster. Through high school and college, he bussed tables, washed dishes, served, bartended, and learned the entire operation. After college, he worked for a number of large restaurant companies and owned his own franchised outlets. Today, he is the president and CEO of Bennigan’s.
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If you have a retail food-service business, you may find you don’t have time to spruce up your facility during the year. For this reason, many independent restaurants close for one to two weeks every year so the owners can look over their facilities and make necessary changes. They may add a fresh coat of paint, repair ripped upholstery, and inspect all the equipment. Because there are no customers or employees in the facility, contractors can work quickly and without interruption. This annual closing period also allows employees to take vacations.


To maintain good relations with your customers, give them advance notice of your upcoming closure. Post a sign on your door stating the dates during which you’ll be closed and the date you’ll reopen. The same information should be posted on your website and social media pages. If you maintain an email list, send an email blast notifying customers of the dates you’ll be closed and another when you re-open. Record an outgoing message on your answering machine or voice mail with the same information. While you’re closed, check your answering machine or voice mail regularly in case a supplier or anyone else needs to get in touch with you or someone on your staff.


Generally, restaurants close during the slowest time of the year, when the closing will have the least impact on revenue and customers. Of course, if you’re a seasonal operation, you can take care of major maintenance and updates when you’re closed during the off-season.






 





When Brian Neel was looking for work during his freshman year in college, he landed a job as a dishwasher at a Melting Pot restaurant. He worked there all through college, moving from dishwasher to other kitchen work, serving, and eventually managing. After graduating college, he appraised real estate during the day and managed the restaurant at night. Two years later, he bought his first Melting Pot franchise, and today he owns ten of them in five states.
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Be sure each square foot in your restaurant generates income. You’ll pay the same rent for the kitchen and the closets as you do for the dining area, so you should have no wasted space.






 





Sam Mustafa’s restaurant career began at 19, when he failed out of Southern Illinois University, and took a series of jobs at fast-food restaurants. He learned that he loved the business but didn’t like working for someone else. His first restaurant was Sam’s Café, located on the college’s campus. After graduation, Mustafa opened a number of other restaurants around the SIU campus before moving to Charleston, South Carolina, in 2000. Today his company is Charleston Hospitality Group, LLC, which is the umbrella for four restaurants, a catering operation, a limousine company, and a bakery.


As you can see, there are several ways to get started in the food-service business. You can purchase a franchise, build an independent operation from the ground up, buy an existing operation, or lease space in an existing structure. Each approach has its advantages and disadvantages, which you need to consider carefully before making a final decision (Chapter 13 discusses these options in detail). But regardless of how you get started, there are some things you need to know about operations that are common to virtually all types of food-service businesses.


Setting Hours of Operation


Your hours of operation will vary depending on the particular type of food-service business you have. Ultimately, it’s up to you to determine the hours for your business.


Most quick-service restaurants are open for lunch, dinner, and the post-dinner crowd. Typically, they open at 10:30 or 11 A.M., and close anywhere between 9 and 11 P.M. Some national fast-food franchises and chains also serve breakfast and open as early as 6 A.M. Others stay open until well past midnight on weekends, and some are open 24 hours a day.


The hours of midscale and upscale restaurants vary depending on the concept. A restaurant that offers only a buffet will most likely not serve breakfast and may only be open from 11 A.M. to 9 P.M. Many family-style restaurants, on the other hand, specialize in serving breakfast and typically open at 6 A.M. They continue serving meals until after dinnertime, closing around 9 P.M.


Casual-dining restaurants tend to cater to the lunch and dinner crowds. These establishments open around 11 A.M. and stay open late, especially on weekends, to appeal to the post-dinner crowd. During the week, they tend to close at 10 or 11 P.M. On Fridays and Saturdays, they may stay open until midnight or 1 A.M.


Often, upscale restaurants that serve only dinner are open only from 4:30 or 5 P.M. to 10 P.M. These businesses are able to survive on dinner sales alone because they have found a concept that works, and they’re sticking with it. Most full-service restaurants, however, are open for both lunch and dinner, six or seven days a week. Those that are open only six days a week are most often closed on Mondays.


Hours vary somewhat among full-service restaurants. If you open such a restaurant and don’t plan to offer cocktail service, start off with a split-shift operation: Open for lunch from 11 A.M. to 2 P.M. and then open for dinner from 4:30 to 9 P.M. each day. If you decide to serve cocktails, you could keep the same dinner hours but serve appetizers and drinks at all hours, say from 11 A.M. to 11 P.M. If you have just a beer-and-wine bar, as opposed to a full bar, the split-shift system can work well.


Sandwich shops, delicatessens, and pizzerias are typically open for lunch and dinner six or seven days a week. Hours vary depending on location and market, but most open from 10 or 11 A.M. to 6 or 8 P.M. (for sandwich shops) or as late as 11 P.M. or midnight (for pizzerias and full-service delis).


Commercial bakeries begin baking the day’s products as early as 2 or 3 A.M.; some even operate 24 hours a day. Retail bakeries and coffeehouses tend to open early enough to capture the breakfast crowd.


Caterers typically have an office staffed during normal business hours, perhaps 8 or 9 A.M. to 5 P.M. The actual hours people work depend, of course, on their particular jobs and span all hours of the day and all days of the week. Because many catering jobs are at night, there is usually a staff working late hours.


Depending on your location, you should judge the best times to be open. In some cases, being near a ballpark or event venue may prompt you to be open late to serve the crowds leaving the game or event being held. Eateries near a busy hospital may aim for a 24/7 shift, because hospital employees often want to get out of the building on their breaks. Conversely some areas are bustling during the day and deserted at night. When setting your hours consider the location and when you may be busiest.


Scheduling Employees


When you’ll need employees to report to work depends a great deal on the type of food-service business you have. As a general guide for restaurants, the first person to arrive in the morning should be your head cook or chef—the person responsible for the kitchen. He or she should arrive a few hours before the restaurant opens to begin preparing the side dishes that you will serve throughout the day. These items can include soups, vegetables, sauces, homemade breads or biscuits, rice, and generally anything else you might serve in large quantities over a span of several hours. The preparation of side dishes should be completed 30 minutes before the doors open for business.
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Be around and visible. Of course, large chain restaurants are run by managers, and you may want to hire managers to help you run your operation. But most successful independent food-service operations have an owner who works in the business every day. They’re in touch with their customers and their employees, they know what’s going on in the day-to-day operation, and they’re available to make decisions as needed.






 





The head chef or cook might also be responsible for accepting and inspecting deliveries, or, if you prefer, your manager or assistant manager can arrive at the same time to take care of paperwork and deliveries. If your head cook comes in before opening, he or she should be able to leave after the lunch or dinner crowd has been served, with the second cook carrying on until closing. The second cook will be responsible for cleaning the kitchen, often with some kitchen help, so it’s ready for the next morning.


Your dining room manager, maître d’, or chief host or hostess should arrive 30 minutes to an hour before opening to make sure that everything in the front of the house is in order. This will allow time for him or her to check the dining room table settings, napkins, salt and pepper shakers, and any other elements that will make the front room more presentable to the public.


The person in charge of these front-of-the-house pre-opening chores can work through the lunch hour and dinner hour, if you serve both meals, or from the dinner hour through closing if you only serve dinner. This employee can also close out the cash register.


The bar manager should also come in 30 minutes before the restaurant opens for business. He or she will be responsible for the appearance of the lounge area, stocking the bar and keeping track of liquor inventory, making sure free bar snacks are out, and preparing to open the bar.


Very often the bar manager will also likely be your chief bartender. This person will continue working through the early-evening shift, and your second bartender will usually handle the late-evening crowds. Because weekend evenings are the busiest for both bars and restaurants, schedule your bar manager to work Tuesday through Saturday to cover the most hectic times. In addition to the bar manager, one or two part-time bartenders can assist with the weekend crowd.


Service Procedures


Regardless of how formal or casual your operation is, your goal should be to treat customers like royalty, and you can meet this goal by providing strong, professional service from the moment your customers walk in the door. Because your team of employees will be responsible for how well your customers are treated, they should reflect the policies you’ve established as the owner.


Uniforms will help develop a sense of identity and pride among your staff, as well as project a professional image. All employees who work at the same level should wear an identical uniform, which can be simply a white shirt and black pants or a black skirt. The point is, all bus persons should wear the same uniform, and everyone on your wait staff should wear the same uniform.


Set standards for the appearance of your business. Everything from your plates and utensils to your kitchen to your serving stations and even your bathrooms should receive the same careful consideration. If you find spots on your glassware or plates, then you’ve failed to meet high standards. If toilet tissue and towels are strewn about the restrooms, then you’ve failed to meet high standards. If you want to create a dining experience that people will remember, make it a good one.


The actual service should range from polite to ingratiating. The host or hostess should greet customers with a cheerful hello and ask how many people are in the party. If there is still smoking allowed in restaurants in your area, you can ask if people want to sit in the no smoking section. If a line forms, or if all the tables are full, the host or hostess should take customers’ names and let them know how long they should expect to wait. Unless you take reservations, customers should be seated on a first-come, first-served basis. If you have a bar, give customers the option of waiting there. Make menus available to people who are waiting so they can be thinking about what they’d like to order.
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To build a profitable foodservice business, you need systems. Approach your operation with the understanding that regardless of how creative or fun it might be, it’s a business, and successful businesses are built on systems that produce consistent, reliable results.






 





Once customers are seated, promptly present them with a menu and inform them that their server will be with them in a moment. The busperson should fill their water glasses immediately (unless you’re in an area with water restrictions). When the server arrives, the first thing he or she should do is inquire if the customers would like anything before ordering their meals, such as a beverage or an appetizer.
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Eighty percent of restaurant owners started their careers in entry-level positions.






 





After giving customers time to review the menu, the server should come back to answer questions and take meal orders. The server should be thoroughly familiar with the menu and any specials. All orders should be recorded on a check and should be repeated back to customers to make sure they’re correct.


Servers should remove food from the left and beverages from the right and should never reach in front of a customer to serve or remove anything.


The waitstaff and buspersons should always be in their stations checking to make sure customers have everything they need for a satisfying meal. They should refill water glasses regularly, supply the necessary condiments, and ask if the food is satisfactory after customers have had time to start eating. After the guests have finished their entrées, servers should ask if they would like dessert or coffee. When the server is sure the customer is finished with the meal, the check should be presented. However, a number of casual dining restaurants will leave the check shortly after serving the entrée, assuring the customers that they are not being rushed and returning to the table regularly to fill any additional requests.


If there has been a service failure of any sort, even an unavoidable one, do your best to make amends, perhaps with a free dessert or after-dinner drink. If a customer complains about a particular dish, offer to replace the item at no charge. Above all, never argue with a customer. When you do, even if you win, you lose, because chances are that customer will never return, and you will have created negative word-of-mouth. This can also be damaging if negative reviews get onto the social media, which may stop other customers from visiting your establishment.


When They Don’t Come In


Many restaurants offer drive-thru service. Lunch is the most frequently purchased meal in the drive-thru lane. More than 50 percent of meals purchased at drive-thru windows are typically eaten at home, not in the car. Households with children typically use drive-thru windows more than those without.


There’s more to creating an efficient drive-thru than just setting up a window in your building and a lane in your parking lot. Consider this: For every 10 seconds saved serving drive-thru customers, you can add $1,000 in incremental sales.


To keep the line moving quickly, have a clear, easy-to-read menu board positioned before the ordering station. Assure accuracy by having employees confirm each order before the customer proceeds to the payment/pickup window. To speed up payment, have the customer’s change ready before he or she gets to the payment window.


Some municipalities restrict drive-thrus due to environmental concerns. Before you plan for a drive-thru, check with the local planning and zoning board to be sure it will be allowed.


Cleaning Your Facility


At the end of every business day, you must clean your facility. You can either have your staff or an outside commercial cleaning service handle this task. Your cooks can clean the grill and mop the floor after closing. The waitstaff and buspersons can refill condiments and clean the tables, booths, and floors in the dining area. The dishwasher should finish the day’s dishes and restock dishes for the cooks and waitstaff.


If you can’t afford to pay your employees to complete all these duties or would simply prefer not to, a commercial cleaning service can take care of them. For a set fee, a cleaning service will visit your restaurant every night after the employees have left. They can clean the entire restaurant, including the kitchen, wait stations, dining area, and restrooms. If you decide to use a cleaning service, ask for references and check out the company before making a final decision. It’s also a good idea to find out what cleaning products they use. You wouldn’t want someone to clean the grills with the same product they use to clean the restrooms. Look for a cleaning service that has worked with restaurants before. Ask other restaurant owners for recommendations, or go online and look for cleaning companies, then ask them about their experiences with restaurants.


Details on operational issues relating to specific types of food-service businesses are explained in later chapters.
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