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taying relevant in an increasingly changing and competitive industry is a top-of-mind concern among all
restaurateurs — independents and chains. Restaurants
that remain popular and profitable for years only do so by remaining vigilant of trends and then making appropriate adjustments on a regular basis. In the parlance of personal
36
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cosmetics, these operators change their hairstyle, makeup or
clothes from time to time in hopes of avoiding major cosmetic surgery. Sometimes, however, a haircut and new suit
won’t do the trick. At that point, owners need to consider
more than just the regular tweaking, and a more comprehensive “makeover” plan is required.
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m a k e·o ve r: n . 1927; an act or instance of making over
<a makeover of the tax system>; especially : a changing
of a person’s appearance (as by the use of cosmetics or a
different hairdo).
—www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/makeover
r e s t a u r a n t m a k e·o ve r: n ., circa 2008; the process or act of redefining, reimaging, and, in some cases, reinventing a restaurant to avoid defection of customers to competitors and hemorrhage of cash flow, by
evaluating weaknesses in your ambience, concept, menu, and overall experience, and making strategic changes, reading articles, and, often, employing
a consultant.

— Restaurant Startup & Growth magazine
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Before we go too far down this path, it’s
important not to confuse basic repairs and
renovations, such as replacing equipment
and installing handicap-accessible features
to comply with regulations, with
“makeover.” A bona fide restaurant
makeover adds value to the business by enhancing the guest experience, making the
diner feel taken care of and a member of the
“club,” ensuring return business, and generating a buzz that brings in new diners. It’s
not simply change for the sake of change.

Do You Need a New Look?
Take a minute to review “Your Restaurant May Need a Makeover If…” on Page
42. It’s a checklist of factors that could tell
you need to seriously consider a makeover
of your operation.
When weighing your decision whether
to embark on a makeover journey, you
also have to engage in evaluation and possible soul-searching of several other factors, including:
The general ‘health’ of the business.
How effective are the restaurant’s core elements? These include the restaurant’s location, concept, food and menu, service,
ambience and amenities. What’s working
and what isn’t? Numbers don’t lie. If you
have a strong business model, you need to
carefully consider any substantial changes
that could “fix” what isn’t broken.
Location. Is your restaurant in the right
place? Does the concept match the demographics? Or are demographics — and
dollars — shifting elsewhere? Does your
location give you visibility and convenient
access? What is the condition of the building and grounds? Do you own the property or lease? What are the conditions of
the lease? When is it up for renegotiation?
Is your landlord an ally or adversary? If location is the biggest obstacle to your success, you may need to address this issue
before you throw money at other fixes.
Your short- and long-range plans.
How long do you see yourself operating
the business? Are you upgrading just
enough to get you to the end of your involvement? Or are you upgrading substantially to make your restaurant an attractive
business to sell? Or are you preserving the
family business to pass on to the next generation? Is the business still in sync with
38
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your core values and do you enjoy and respect your guests and co-workers? In all of
these cases, a makeover sooner rather than
later enables you to enjoy the results more
(and reap the benefits) during the time you
own it. You need to determine the return
on investment of a makeover and the timeline in which you have to realize it.
Finances. How readily can you capitalize the upgrade? How much can the business commit to a makeover with the
assurance that this investment of monetary
and human capital can be recovered in a
reasonable time? Some figures to consider
in your projections: The FCSI (Foodservice
Consultants Society International) projects
an average 25 percent increase in sales for
a full facelift that involves the exterior as
well as the interior. You should consider reengineering your menu at the same time
you subject your operation to a facelift, as
you will want to increase check averages.

Putting the
Pieces Together
Once troubling signs appear and it’s
time to think makeover, the next step is to
do a comprehensive, systematic assessment
of the entire restaurant. There may be other
problems not immediately evident. An objective point of view is crucial here. In addition to evaluating from an operational
viewpoint (the “inside” view, so to speak),
owners need to consider the customer’s
perspective — the “outside” view. This
shift, like moving from one window on a
vista to another, may shine new light on
matters whose very familiarity obscures
problems quickly evident to outsiders.
“Putting Together the Pieces of a Functional Restaurant” on Page 40 graphically
represents a restaurant as “pieces” of a finished “puzzle.” When these different parts
of the business connect and work together,
as diagramed below, the result is a holistic,
healthy, functional restaurant, with a
strong brand or identity. When pieces are
defective, out-of-joint or missing, dysfunctions of various kinds occur, negatively affecting customer draw and the bottom line.
The “puzzle” diagram can help owners begin a thorough, systematic evaluation of
the various areas of their business, and
where they need to focus their makeover
efforts. While each restaurant requires a

makeover specific to its unique combination of positives and problems, there are
some basic strategies that can apply across
the board.
So, what’s your story? The first step is
to identify the “core competencies,” i.e.,
the heart and soul of the restaurant, based
on its history and brand. An objective outside consultant can be especially helpful in
identifying these core elements. The core
includes press-worthy items that can be
used to tell the story, unique and compelling distinctions about the concept, top
sellers on the menu and the décor and
style of the restaurant and its history.
These are the positive attributes that you
want to retain and build upon.
H e re’s looking at you. Next, identify
traits of the restaurant that appear no
longer relevant to today’s market. Décor
for instance can be out of sync, irrelevant
and dispiriting. Here again an outside adviser can help you see what time and familiarity have obscured.
To begin your makeover and get a virtually guaranteed return on your investment,
think first of paint and lighting. Painting
everything a shade or two lighter will give
décor a clean, polished look without offending the regulars. Next is lighting, both
outside and in. Beginning outside, to enhance your “drive by” appeal, flood the
building with light from the base upward.
Today’s inside lighting is soft, warm
and indirect, with small pinpoint lights
washing walls, highlighting art and spotting each table, making guests feel attractive. This is a major improvement
over the tired down-lit ceiling cans of
yesteryear. Lamps with handsome shades
are hung at various levels to diffuse light,
act as room dividers and add glamour.
Both guests and the staff will be happy
with these upgrades because the new
lighting is energizing, as everything
looks clearer, fresher and cleaner.
Clutter is ove r. Clean is in. Cute, alluring or folksy items hanging from
rafters and on walls from yesteryear
(including fishnets, baskets, artificial
flowers, sheaves of wheat and the like)
have got to go. Today, bric-a-brac
translates to dusty clutter and even lack
of cleanliness — a real kiss of death for
many operations. To tell your story to-
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Putting Together the Pieces of a Functional Restaurant
The Owners
(The Heart &
Soul of the
Operation)

Logo/Signage
Is it powerful?

Entrance
Does it make
an emotional
connection?

The Story
(History & Concept)

Tagline
Does it
tell your story?

Interior Décor
Is it in sync?

Location
Does it
work with
the concept?

Name
Is it relevant?

Exterior
Is it
compelling?

Color Scheme
Is it integrated
throughout?

Seating
Options
Are there
options and are
they clear?

Menu and Service
Are they clear,
innovative,
and memorable?

Uniforms
Table Top
It’s a retail
detail!

Do they
support,
promote,
and enhance
the image?

Bathrooms
Is there
delight and discovery?

Total
Theme
Does it
build the
BRAND?

MakeOver Action Plan (MAP) Puzzle™ reprinted with permission from Food Power, Inc. © 2008

day, use art, faux painting, clever artistic signs and murals. Remember, excess
clutter is costly. It confuses and distracts the guest from purchasing or ordering freely. It creates a subliminal
discomfort that often hastens retreat.
Study Starbucks and Trader Joe’s for
two distinctly proprietary styles … one
slick and trendy and one folksy and casual. They both remain clean and organized while handling a myriad of
people and products in an uncluttered
manner and are successful in staying
focused, telling their story and attracting a loyal customer base.
The current dining room and lounge décor style for restaurants has a more residential feel, in contrast to a commercial style.
Furniture is upholstered, with cushions and
pillows to add comfort and encourage
leisure. Ceilings and tables are designed at
multiple levels and configurations to encourage good acoustics and create a sense
of privacy. Las Vegas is the perfect place to
study the various new strategies for seating
design and room arrangements. In the back40
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ground, advanced music systems support
entertainment from the exterior, through the
restaurant to the restrooms to the exterior of
the building to greet arriving guests.
Kitchens also have a new look. They
are open, inclusive and invite the guest in.
A serious attempt is made to energize all
of the senses and create an exciting culinary scene. Orchestrated smells emanate
from the grills and rotisseries, flames are
visible in open hearths and brick ovens,
oysters are opened and iced, salads and
desserts prepared in plain view as part of
the theater or total guest experience. Contrast all of this with the formal style of
fine dining when domed platters arrived at
the table from an unknown mysterious
place in the rear of the restaurant.
R e s t rooms need “Wow!” Next consider bathrooms, the new benchmark for
creating the wow factor. Are they clean,
modern, attractive and innovative? Is there
music, artwork and fresh flowers? Is there
something to giggle about or something
that prompts a “you gotta see this” from
one guest to the other? Unexpected dis-
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covery and delight creates BUZZ.
More inclusive bars. Also, the old days
when the bar was a dark male preserve are
fading if not gone. The bar/lounge in today’s
full-service restaurant needs to be more inclusive. “Feminized,” so to speak. Create a
lighter, more open and engaging space, a
place to be seen and simultaneously be part
of the scene, with light, mirrors and beautifully displayed premium bottles.
If anything will add to the check average and increase sales it’s the sale of premium beverages and carefully constructed
cocktails. Often the “grazers” congregate
in the lounge after work. They start with
an adult beverage and, when feeling hungry, order food. For singles and casual diners, this is a simple, unstructured plan; a
new version of “happy hour.”

Making a
Makeover Happen
Evaluating and updating the menu is the
key to all makeovers, but be prepared. This
process takes time — at least three months
— and requires a careful step-by-step plan.
First, build a supporting team around
your chef that includes back- and front-ofhouse staff and outside consultants. Assess
sales by time of day (or “day-part,” i.e.,
breakfast, lunch, cocktail hour, dinner, late
night), to determine what is working and
what needs improvement. Research the effect of your smaller menus: kids, bar, banquet and to-go. Are they working for you?
Identify items that are most popular with
the guests from the sales data. These are the
stars and the core of the menu. Then identify the “duds,” i.e., those items with weak
sales and those that the kitchen struggles to
produce consistently. Do not depend on
hearsay from guests and crew. Check the
numbers for accuracy. Menu engineering is
a broad subject (for more information on
this subject, see "Menu Engineering," in the
March 2004 issue); however, as a rule of
thumb, less is more. It is more practical,
profitable and popular to do fewer menu
items really well and consistently than try
to be all things to all people. You can always add seasonal and fresh fish specials.
Next, review the inventory to identify volume items and opportunities to add value or
pizazz to the core. Older menus are usually
quite generic, i.e., lettuce is lettuce and
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cheese is cheese, while popular menus today
identify growers and producers, include
brand names and add seasonal ingredients.
With so many guests reading, watching the
Food Channel, traveling and learning about
food, a menu can become bland and boring
overnight or cease to evoke the quality and
value that justify the price.

Cases in Point
For illustration, the following are three
restaurant scenarios that require different
makeover approaches based on the number
and seriousness of problems revealed. Using
the “Putting Together the Pieces of a Functional Restaurant” puzzle graphic to identify
what is needed in each scenario, we can custom-design an effective makeover plan to
strengthen the business and attract customers.
Bring in the new and keep the old.
Restaurant “A” is still a very viable concept
with a recognizable brand but both its popularity and profits are fading. A makeover
is required that will retain the older guests,
while attracting a new, younger clientele.
“A” has definite strengths, beginning
with a good location, widely recognized
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ing-out excursion. It has fallen off the restaurant radar screen and is no longer in the
publics’ mental restaurant Rolodex. It may
still be comforting to customers who, while
life changes rapidly around them, want their
restaurant to remain the same so they can return faithfully each year for an annual celebration. Here is the challenge: to change for
the new discerning guest you wish to attract
while continuing to please the regulars who
have grown accustomed to your ways.
There is no question that “A” needs a
makeover, but it must be subtle, carefully
planned, and undertaken wisely to please
both regulars and the new clientele that
growth requires. Menu items can be
deftly massaged and tweaked without
changing the core to quiet the concern of
the regulars, while adding substantial variety around the edges, thereby attracting
a new, upwardly mobile clientele.
Even the classic prime rib can be
rubbed with an exotic salt to modernize
the presentation. Steak can be paired with
more interesting sauces or accompaniments. Appetizers, small plates and sides
can add the all-important feeling of choice

name and brand, and strong financial basis. It is generally still popular and profitable, but troubling signs appear. Tables
are too often empty and sales are soft or
dependent on some form of special price
reduction — early evidence that the guest
experience lacks the “sizzle” necessary for
growth in today’s competitive market.
Often the décor, both exterior (the important “drive-by” image) and interior are
dated, dull, dusty and dim. There is a tired
feeling, a lack of fresh sparkle. It might be
a landmark or even recently refurbished,
but was redone in the same old dated style
by today’s standards. The food may be
good but predictable, lacking even modest
adjustments needed to attract younger diners and not contemporary enough to create
a buzz. Service staff can be competent, efficient and helpful, but not knowledgeable
enough about current culinary matters to
answer questions or inspire diners with interesting chatter about food and wine.
In short, “A” has become rather boring,
predictable and out of fashion. It lacks the
distinctive features that make customers remember their experience for their next din-
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Your Restaurant May
Need a Makeover If…
✓ There is a consistent
downward trend in sales and
check average.
✓Your competition has higher
menu prices and is taking
away your guests.
✓Your aging guests are not being
replaced by the next generation.
✓Other buildings in your neighborhood are getting facelifts.
✓Your guests comment on your
static environment.
✓You are receiving less and less
attention from the press.
✓You are receiving fewer
requests for participation in
community events.
✓You’ve lost a popular member
of your team (chef, manager,
long-term server).
✓You have a desire to grow, add
new services or multiply units.

that contributes so much to the guest experience, expands the customer base and
adds to the check average. These can include seasonal local products, an organic
item, a vegetarian selection, product upgrades, a lighter approach to sauces using
vinaigrettes and Asian seasonings,
branded wine sauces, a splash of balsamic, a glaze of miso all to add contemporary and global twists and tap into
today’s culinary buzz.
It’s so yesterday. Restaurant “B” no
longer has a viable concept and requires a
major concept shift and a complete renovation. “B” has many of the same challenges
as “A,” but has more systemic problems —
is seriously irrelevant and outdated. This
analysis requires the same careful scrutiny
of all of the “pieces” of the puzzle. While
almost all aspects of the business may need
to be tweaked, some pieces may be broken
or missing. Restaurant B makeovers are often for those restaurants that are either too
formal or too generic and do not create the
emotional connection needed to provoke a
return visit.
42
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By today’s standards, the “formal” restaurant is too stiff, still and subdued even when
the food is excellent and service flawless. A
second trait of this style restaurant is the fixed
dining plan — one “size” for all customers.
Everyone knows the drill. Customers enter,
are asked if they have a reservation, and are
seated sometimes whether they have one or
not. They are given a menu with a few classic appetizers — the soup or salad routine —
with two or three choices of sides to accompany the entrees, then dessert, coffee, bill,
tax, tip, and out the door.
This traditional pattern works for all diners some of the time but not all of the time.
For today’s contemporary diner, this model
is often too rigid, too passive, and too restrictive. Today’s customer wants options. They
want the freedom to design their own dining
experience at their own pace, perhaps involving different areas or rooms — the lounge
for drinks and appetizers, or maybe dinner at
the bar. The point is, the customer controls
the experience, rather than the house.
From another perspective, “B” may just
be too generic, offering an experience that
is not distinctive or memorable even if the
price is good. This restaurant, which
serves yesterday’s bland basic menu in a
generic setting devoid of story or distinction, is begging for a personality; more sophistication. We are upgrading these
casual family restaurants and three-meala-day concepts offering additional dining
options to add relevancy.
Whether you identify the experience as
too formal or too generic, however, the
makeover needs to promote a new story
and style that are matched carefully to the
demographics of the area and location. As
they begin to work the puzzle, restaurant
owners often discover that they have the
ideas and vision for the new concept and
story they’ve been dreaming of all along.
Makeovers for the “B’s” of the world
usually warrant a partial name change to
signal a major shift in the brand. Joe’s Bar
& Grill becomes Joe’s Restaurant and
Lounge. Or Joe’s Restaurant adds a tagline
with new, jazzy logo, “martinis, steaks,
seafood…” Or Mary Smith’s Bakery and
Restaurant becomes MS Grill & Lounge.
The bakery, which was the original front-ofthe-house focus, is now shifted to one side
and is designated as a to-go area. New focal
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points are a shiny new bar and lounge facing the entrance, a gleaming open kitchen,
and a multilevel dining area providing different seating options: bar stools, high-top
tables, dining tables and booths, window or
patio seating and private dining areas. To remain consistent and apply finishing touches
that will complete the redo, the operator
might employ a designer to assist with a
major shift in color scheme, furniture, and
fixtures that are more in keeping with a “residential” style (think Pottery Barn).
Also effective is reconfiguring the dining
space to create a lounge and bar area with
up-to-date drinks, including “hot” items
such as premium rums and chilled vodkas.
Often in the redefining of the space, a private dining area can be created, which is always highly popular and profitable.
A must to complete the puzzle and energize the exterior drive-by is to reface the
exterior front, roofline and entrance and
plush the interior entrance where the customer is met by the host and develops the
first emotional connection.
Regarding the menu, it may be valuable
to make the selections flexible and served at
lunch and dinner; however, dinner should be
promoted with appropriate upgrades and
more expensive options with a consistent
emphasis on value. The contemporary menu
should indicate awareness of new preferences, with a culinary approach that includes
local farm-grown seasonal vegetables, organic produce and vegetarian options. The
cup of coffee is replaced by a latte and the
desserts take on a modern twist. Now “in”
is adding beer, wine and/or cocktails to a
thoughtfully chosen beverage list.
Can this patient be saved? Restaurant
“C” is severely impaired in virtually all areas of the business, as the lifelessness of
the house and the loss of customers and
income make clear to any objective observer. Restaurant C needs the kind of “extreme” makeover associated with the
television show. In this scenario there is no
profit, only debt, the assets are dwindling
and the building is no longer suitable.
Clearly this restaurant concept, in its current location, is not working. Sadly
enough it sometimes could work elsewhere. So many of the “puzzle pieces” are
missing or out of alignment that you need
a brand-new concept and makeover plan.
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For most owners and operators this
means a major “retrofit,” developing a new
concept with no relationship to the past.
This makeover requires closing the restaurant, changing the name, drastically changing the concept, décor inside and out,
shifting management staff (and sometimes
ownership or leadership), creating a new
menu, and re-opening as a different entity.
Almost certainly, the owner, who has lost
all perspective at this point, needs outside
expertise to help identify (and acknowledge) problems, develop and put in place
a plan. Despite the severity of the problems and the formidable task ahead, this
makeover is justified for the owner to get
a fresh start and have any profitable options. Amazing as it may seem, once the
decision is made to close and the new
restaurant concept makeover action plan
takes shape, often we see relief followed
by excitement.
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tions with press releases to accurately announce the new things happening at the
restaurant. Optimize the opportunity to
create buzz, e.g., “New look. New menu.
New attitude. Same great location.”
The purpose of a restaurant makeover is
to create a strong emotional connection
with guests so relevant to both the old and
new that greater sales and profits follow.
When you have created a “clublike” envi-

ronment and your restaurant has its own
well-developed customs, traditions and
proprietary language, you release your
boundaries for growth and longevity. A
powerful restaurant brand is a concept
based on ideas that separate you from the
rest of the pack. It all starts with an idea
that gets carried through each piece of the
puzzle, appropriately one building on another, to create a holistic brand.

Now You Know
Your ‘A, B, C’s’ …
All three makeover styles — A, B and
C — are best served by observing these
critical points:
Synchronization. Develop the Makeover
Action Plan (MAP), budget, and synchronized schedule so the change-over can be
done as quickly as possible and come together organically all at once, front to back
and back to front.
Commitment. Don’t make the mistake
of a partial makeover (i.e., big changes inside
and none outside) or expect big customer response if most of the changes affected the
engineering of the facility rather than the experience of the guests. Makeovers need to be
guided by the customer’s point of view at
least as much as by the owner’s.
Integration. Work the puzzle and design the details of the makeover, theme
and story, including any name shift long
before architects and designers are brought
in to make their contribution.
I nvolvement. Conduct thorough training programs for all staff members so they
understand the changes, support them, and
explain them to guests enthusiastically.
M a r keting. A makeover is an exciting
event. Don’t keep it to yourself. Change
your collateral materials, Web site, ads and
phone messages. Initiate new public rela-
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