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How Will COVID-19 Shape The Future
0f Restaurants?
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There’s no question that COVID-19 and the
subsequent mandated restaurant and bar closures have
already done irreparable damage to the U.S. food and
beverage industry — and consultants don’t mince words
when discussing it.

“To be perfectly direct, the industry has been
cratered,” says Anne Haerle, who specializes in
concept development and culinary consulting for
Synergy Restaurant Consultants. “What was rocking
and rolling just a matter of weeks ago is now basically
shutdown — it’s a ghost town,” she said in April.

And as a situation that no one has faced before, there
are many unknowns. “It’s really unprecedented; this new
reality happened so quickly and is still so new that it will
be a while before we truly understand the full impacts,”
says Mike Kostyo, trendologist at Datassential.

Maeve Webster, president of Menu Matters, has
seen estimates that approximately 75 percent of those
operators that have temporarily closed due to mandated
shutdowns won't be able to reopen. “And at this point,
we'll likely see additional closures as those restaurants
that have tried to stay open in a limited service format
hit either financial blocks or mounting concerns about
employee safety.”

Airports, of course, face many of the same challenges
encountered by “street” restaurants, and a few more
besides. For restaurants in all environments, the
pandemic has kicked off what’s sure to be tumultuous
economic landscape for the foreseeable future.

“We were already in a stall for almost two years,
so when COVID-19 hit in January, it amplified and
accelerated trends that were already moving in a certain
direction,” says Suzy Badaracco, president of Culinary
Tides, Inc. “A lot of economists were already predicting
a recession for this year and into 2021, COVID-19 just
pushed us off the cliff into it.”

The pandemic coupled
with a negative economic
landscape has consumers

seeking out comfort foods,
a trend that could continue
into recovery, according to
Mike Kostyo, trendologist

at Datassential.

Anne Haerle of Synergy
Restaurant Consultants
suggests restaurateurs
make operational tweaks
that they've otherwise put
off and find ways to make
their businesses more
efficient for the new future
we're facing.

Comfort And Control

As consumers are dealing with both the emotional
strain of the pandemic and the economic struggle of
the impending recession, they’re drawn to comfort
food. “We surveyed consumers on the types of food
they want most during this time and the top three
answers were pizza, burgers and sandwiches, and meat-
focused entrees,” Datassential’s Kostyo says. “I think
that will change somewhat as people are at home
longer and feel more sedentary; after the shock and
fear wears off a little, they’ll seek out healthier options
to some degree.”

Badaracco notes that during economic hardship
consumers tend to go in one of two extreme directions:
either abandon dieting and only seek out comforting,
familiar, even indulgent foods that are easy on the
palate, or gravitate toward extreme health diets
because it gives them a sense of control over their
lives. “The problem with some of those diets is that
they’re expensive, so that might hinder consumers
trying to go in that direction,” she adds.

Webster of Menu Matters points out that foods that
make certain health claims will do well because of
consumers’ heightened worries surrounding their well-
being. “We'll see the functional foods category growth
accelerate with a focus on products that help stress,
sleep, mood and immunity, for obvious reasons.”

Badaracco also predicts that three major trends that
were initially predicted for the rest of this year and into
2021 will be reversed because of COVID-19. The first
is the lower or no alcohol drinking trend. “A lot of us
are drinking alcohol — especially Baby Boomers, Gen
Xers and older millennials — because it’s comforting,”
she says. “And within alcohol there’s going to be a
shift in what we’re drinking. Hard seltzers will hold
their ground, and beer and wine, which were suffering
at the hands of hard seltzer sales, will come roaring
back because they’re a single ingredient, they’re
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Maeve Webster, president
of Menu Matters, notes
that restaurant operators
of all kinds need to make
their cleaning and food-
handling practices clear and
consumer-facing.

easy to obtain, and they last on the shelf.” She adds
that complicated, multi-ingredient cocktails won’t
be popular during this time, but simple drinks like
the Gin and Tonic, which can be easily replicated at
home, will drive sales of certain spirits.

The second trend Badaracco sees reversing is faux
meats. “They were already heading south because
research showed that only meat eaters were eating
them, and just out of curiosity. But now we'll see
them returning to meat.” Lastly, Badaracco predicts
that the current crisis will have a negative impact on
sustainability. “When economics tank, consumers
abandon sustainability. They absolutely will not put
their dollars into organic or anything else that’s going
to cost them something extra. The good news is that
this is temporary because the desire is still there; it’s
the money that’s the problem.”

Then there’s how restaurants operate — especially
how much of their business is devoted to delivery and
takeout — that may be permanently affected by the
pandemic. “We'd already seen an explosion in the
growth of delivery before this happened, but now huge
numbers of consumers across demographics who had
never previously ordered delivery from restaurants or
retailers have done so in the past few weeks,” Kostyo
says. “As soon as restrictions are lifted and consumers
feel safe being in public together, we'll see them
excited to be in restaurants and bars again, but their
familiarity and comfort level with ordering food isn’t
going to go away, so I think we’ll see delivery options
grow even more after this is over.”

Communication Is Key

It seems frankly impossible to say with any certainty
when this crisis will subside, but one thing is clear: the
damage will linger, and operators should be prepared
for that.
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“Once COVID-19 calms down we’re going to
have this residual fear that’s not going to go away
immediately,” Badaracco says. “For months, consumers
are going to have a heightened sense of food safety and
they’re going to want to know what steps a restaurant
is taking to insure people can eat there again.”

According to Datassential’s recent surveys, for the
first time ever, food safety and cleanliness trumps taste
when consumers choose where to eat. “Continually
showing customers how you're keeping their food safe
and your food handling practices should be the new
norm in the future,” Kostyo says.

While airport restaurants are facing a longer
recovery curve due to travel restrictions, consultants
still turn to similar advice. “The same issues apply
about sanitation, safety and patron confidence,” says
Webster of Menu Matters. “Cleaning practices will
have to be significantly ratcheted up and very patron-
forward.” She points out that operators may need to
take a hard look at the increased use of technologies
like iPad ordering and payment due to consumers’
heightened worries about touching high-traffic
surfaces.

“Airports are spaces where lots of people gather
from all over the world and are packed very closely
together for long periods of time, so anything that an
operator can do to take away some of that fear and
unknown will be helpful,” Kostyo says. “Use tamper-
proof stickers to close packaging, switch out self-serve
salad bars and the like for options mediated by a server,
include more packaged retail products, and visibly
clean and wipe down public surfaces constantly.”

And communication shouldn’t stop at safe food
handling and cleanliness — it should also address
consumers’ financial and emotional concerns and
offer them real solutions. Many restaurants have
already been stepping up to the plate in this regard.
“One of the silver linings of this situation is seeing how

Suzy Badaracco,
president of Culinary
Tides, Inc., stresses that
bailout money alone won't
save restaurants. Those
operators that can adapt
their business models and
practices most quickly to
the new reality will be the
most successful in the end,
she says.




creative people in the food and beverage industry have
become to stay connected to their customer base,” says
Haerle of Synergy Restaurant Consultants. “We've
seen restaurants putting together meal kits for those
who want to make some of the restaurant’s dishes at
home and the chef records mini cooking lessons for
them. It’s a way to keep their brand going and visible
and keep some people working without a complete
shutdown.”

Kostyo has also been impressed with how restaurants
are reaching out to consumers. “In many ways, the
people behind the brands, restaurants and companies
are connecting with consumers now more than ever
before,” he says. “We see chefs offering classes on social
media, sommeliers and wineries doing online wine
tastings, restaurants packing up meals for those in
need and really stepping up as parts of the community.
People will remember that.”

On a broader level, restaurants need to find ways to
emotionally align with consumers in their messaging,
Badaracco says. “Consumers don’t need a restaurant
to be the hero in their lives — the consumer is making
themselves their own hero by partaking in your
product, not the other way around. What they need
is for restaurants to be their guide to make the best
decisions for themselves, especially in this time of self-
care. And that’s an important distinction that goes a
long way to overcoming that fear in consumers and
gaining their trust.”

Time For Action

This current crisis poses an opportunity for
restaurants of all types to take a breath, look at their
businesses, and find ways to streamline and improve
their operations for the new future that all are facing.
“We've been telling our clients that now is the time
to start doing those operational tweaks to things like
food costs, labor models and systems for takeout and
delivery,” Haerle says. “Even though it’s very difficult
right now, it’s the perfect opportunity to think about
how you can make your business leaner and more
efficient so that when people are ready to eat out
again you can capture that marketplace and have a
real competitive advantage.”

Jay Bandy, president of Goliath Consulting
Group, agrees that this isn’t a time for stagnancy.
“Restaurants need to be willing to innovate, as the
industry is going to evolve over the next 18 months
even more than it has in the last couple of years,” he
says. “Develop a business plan to address the situation
we're in and how to transition back to full sales in the
next eight to ten weeks and take advantage of federal

Jay Bandy, president of
Goliath Consulting Group,
urges restaurant operators
to take advantage of
federal and local programs
offering financial relief to
cover expenses and pay
employees.

and local programs offering financial relief to help
cover expenses and pay employees.” These types of
financial assistance packages are vital, Bandy adds.
“Federal and state intervention with loans and other
support is the biggest single factor in a lower rate of
restaurant closures.”

Many consultants agree it will take substantial
financial support from the government for the food
and beverage industry to survive this crisis. “We've
already seen that the restaurant industry is strong
and creative in the face of this pandemic: It will come
back in some form,” Kostyo says. “But if we want it to
come back strong and healthy, there will have to be
government assistance and intervention on a massive,
massive scale.”

As Haerle points out, food and beverage is difficult
enough to survive in as is. “We're talking about an
industry where a 10 percent profit is considered really
great — in most businesses, that would be unacceptable.
So, the industry really needs some intelligent and
supported solutions to help them get through this now,
and moving forward, I think there have to be some real
changes in how the government supports restaurants
as an institution.”

While Badaracco concurs that financial assistance
will be needed, she believes that the money may not
go very far without restaurants also adapting to our
new reality.

“The restaurants that are going to survive this are
those that can most quickly adapt to new service
standards, formats and food preferences, and those
that are able to effectively communicate with the
consumer,” she says. “That’s where the noise is right
now, and a company that’s going to last is one that
understands that they have to be focused on all of
those things at the same time. [t’s ultimately their own
behavior that will save them, not how much money
they get.” m
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