
Three megatrends behind the rise of safer, smarter kitchens

BRINGING BACK-OF-HOUSE 
FORWARD



Bringing Back-of-House Forward

Admit it. When it comes to managing your food service operation, 
back-of-house is typically back of mind. More times than not, it’s 
front-of-house that gets the biggest share of your attention. However, 
many in the business are beginning to realize it’s time to bring 
forward a smarter back-of-house strategy. 

An unprecedented mix of trends has come together to create the 
perfect recipe for the transformation of the food service industry. 
Changing demographics, rising consumer and labor expectations, 
and innovations in kitchen design and technology are driving a 
reinvention of food service in every sector. From restaurants to 
hospitals and grocers, kitchens are rethinking how they operate, as 
they incorporate new standards of food quality, effi ciency, safety 
and sustainability.

Is it time for you to re-examine your back-of-house strategy? We’ll 
examine three megatrends that are impacting the food service 
industry today and what it means for your back-of-house operation. 
Learn what you can do now to meet the demands of the new food 
service landscape by running a safer, smarter back-of-house. 

Changing demographics, rising consumer and labor 
expectations, and innovations in kitchen design and 
technology are driving a reinvention of food service in 
every sector.
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New times call for new standards in:



Megatrend #1 – Millennials are 
redefi ning America’s appetite.
There’s never been another generation like the millennials. Born 
between 1980 and the mid-2000s, it is now the largest generation in 
the U.S., representing a third of the population.1 It’s the most diverse 
generation since World War II,2 and it’s the fi rst generation to grow up 
in the Internet era. Along with nearly $1.7 trillion in spending power,3 
millennials bring a whole new set of attitudes toward life, work 
and food.  

Millennials are passionate about their food; and they want to share 
their passion – and opinions – with the world, which they do through 
a variety of social media. Three-quarters of millennials have an 
account on a social networking site.4 Just go to Pinterest at any given 
moment, and you’ll fi nd thousands of food pins. In fact, food is the 
second most-shared topic on Pinterest.5

In a recent interview with The Atlantic for her book, A Taste of 
Generation Yum: How the Millennial Generation’s Love for Organic 
Fare, Celebrity Chefs, and Microbrews Will Make or Break the Future 
of Food, author Eve Turow explains, “I think that a lot of people in our 
generation are thinking about, ‘What am I going to eat next?’ ‘Where 
am I going to go dine next?’ ‘What’s in the fridge, and what can I put 
together tomorrow?’”

The sheer size of the millennial generation and its passion for food 
directly impact the food service industry. Millennials account for 14.5 
billion annual restaurant visits.6 Regardless of income, millennials 
eat out more times per week than nonmillennials (3.4 versus 2.8).7 
Their preferences? Fast casual, exotic and organic, according to The 
Boston Consulting Group. They value healthy, fresh food, too. One 
in three millennials agree that it’s worth sacrifi cing taste for healthier 
food and beverage products;8 yet, at the same time, they seek a food 
adventure. Food is meant to be part of an experience, not just
merely eaten. 
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“I think that a lot of people in our generation are 
thinking about, ‘What am I going to eat next? ‘Where 
am I going to go dine next?’” 

– Eve Turow, author, A Taste of Generation Yum: How the Millennial 
Generation’s Love for Organic Fare, Celebrity Chefs, and Microbrews 
Will Make or Break the Future of Food 

      Pin This
Food and drink is the second most popular 
category on Pinterest.
Source: Ahalogy, 2015 “Pinterest Media Consumption Study”

Millennial Fast Facts
•   Largest living generation
•   Highest percentage of the U.S. population
•   $1.7 trillion in spending power
•   14.5 billion annual restaurant visits
Sources: Council of Economic Advisors, New York Times and USA Today
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Megatrend #2 – Fast casual is 
reinventing the restaurant.
As millennial infl uence grows, fast casual restaurant brands have 
grown too. Today fast casual accounts for 15 percent of the $231 
billion limited-service restaurant segment.9 In 2014 alone, fast casual 
brands increased their collective annual sales by 12.8 percent, to 
$30 billion.10 Brands such as Chipotle and Panera Bread are racking 
up sales with an appetizing combination of fresh foods, better 
ingredients, fi rst-rate décor and friendly service. 

“Fast casual restaurants have done an excellent job of satisfying 
their customers’ needs for quality and service and have built strong 
customer loyalty as a result,” says Bonnie Riggs, an NPD restaurant 
industry analyst. “The attributes that defi ne the fast casual concept – 
fresh, food quality, and service – are the reasons why customers give 
them their highest satisfaction ratings.”

Now fast casual’s proven pillars of success are becoming an industry 
standard. Many outlets, regardless of restaurant type, are looking 
to mimic the fast casual system, including a consumer-driven 
menu with many choices and, in some cases, an open kitchen. As 
operators determine which fast casual factors to implement and 
how, one factor is a must-have: quality of food. Naturally, food quality 
impacts back-of-house the most. It’s where the food is prepared, 
and let’s face it: Preparing fresh food is more labor-intensive. What’s 
more, open kitchen design can be unforgiving: Customers can and 
will see everything that goes into making their orders. 
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“Fast casual restaurants have done an excellent job 
of satisfying their customers’ needs for quality 
and service.” 

– Bonnie Riggs, NPD restaurant industry analyst

The Fast Casual Success Formula

•   Fully visible food preparation
•   Better food and ingredients
•   Freshness appeal
•   Customizable
•   Fast, friendly service
•   First-rate décor
•   Fair pricing

Movers and Shakers:
Top 5 Fast Casual Brands of 2015

Source: FastCasual.com
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Megatrend #3 – Worker demands are 
rising as the labor pool falls. 
At the same time that operators are working to meet growing 
consumer demand for fresher food and a higher-quality dining 
experience, they also have to contend with rising labor demands from 
a shrinking labor pool. 

In other words, operators are being asked to do more with less: Serve 
more customers better food with fewer workers on a tighter profi t 
margin. Restaurant operators say recruiting and retaining employees 
is a number one priority.11 That’s going to be a challenge, considering 
that the food service industry is facing a looming labor crunch.12 In 
June 2015, the percentage of Americans in the labor pool fell to a 
38-year low.13

“We will have signifi cant labor shortages by the middle of next year,” 
predicts Joel Naroff, president of Naroff Economic Advisors and a 
TDn2K economist. 

If food service operators are going to successfully attract and retain 
employees, it’s likely that they’ll need to pay them higher wages. The 
research fi rm Technomic predicts that 2016 will be the Year of the 
Worker. It reports that 83 percent of consumers support minimum-
wage increases, while 84 percent of food service operators say that a 
$15-per-hour minimum wage would hurt business. Over the next few 
years, the $15-per-hour minimum wage will be implemented in major 
cities across the country, including New York City,14 San Francisco15 
and Los Angeles.16

Labor-intensive practices, like hand-polishing glasses or manually 
taking out fryer oil, were common practice when wages were at $5 
per hour, or even today’s federal minimum wage of $7.25 per hour. 
Already labor costs range from 16 percent of sales in a quick-
service restaurant to up to 30 percent in an upscale restaurant.17 
However, with wages on the rise, food service operators can’t afford 
for their workers to spend precious labor dollars on tasks that can be 
automated in many cases.  

Food service operators are also feeling the effect of the August 2015 
ruling from the National Labor Relations Board, which overturned 
the 30-year-old defi nition of the “joint employer” standard. Now 
franchise employees could also be the responsibility of the franchiser. 
Some operators are concerned because the ruling makes it easier for 
fast food unions to wield infl uence.18 Furthermore, it could result in 
reduced or higher cost support from corporate and affect business 
valuations, if not offset by smarter practices. Ultimately, it could 
threaten hundreds of thousands of jobs, according to research by 
FRANdata.19
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More than 1 in 3 
workers is a millennial.
Source: Pew Research Center
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“We will have signifi cant labor shortages by the middle 
of next year.” 

– Joel Naroff, president of Naroff Economic Advisors, 
TDn2K economist. 

“The skills needed in the workforce are going to be 
less about IQ and a little bit more about EQ, because if 
you think about it, a lot of IQ knowledge is going to be 
available at our fi ngertips through hand-held devices 
and the computers and technologies that we have at 
our disposal.” 

– Deborah Henretta, Group President, Asia & Global Specialty 
Channel, Procter & Gamble (“Millennials at work: Reshaping the 
workplace,” pwc.com/people). 

Labor costs are expected to rise 50% 
to 100% over the next 5 to 7 years.
Source: Technomic, “The Future of Foodservice” webinar

The Turnover Tide

Quick service   131% 53%

Fast casual/family dining  112% 39%

Source: People Report

Rolling 12-month turnover

Hourly management



What about the workers themselves? Well, many of those millennial 
consumers mentioned earlier are also millennial workers. According 
to the Pew Research Center, more than one in three workers is a 
millennial; and in 2015, they surpassed Generation X to become the 
largest generation in the workforce. They also make up a signifi cant 
portion of hourly workers. Polling its audience of hourly job seekers, 
SnagAJob.com found that 64 percent are between the ages of 18 
and 34. 

Many of the attitudes that millennials hold toward their food 
life apply to their work life as well. Creating a culture in which 
millennials feel safe, valued and respected is key to attracting and 
keeping them as workers. In a 2011 survey, management fi rm 
PricewaterhouseCoopers found millennials to be uncomfortable 
with rigid corporate structures. They expect stimulating 
work environments and continual feedback. According to 
GourmetMarketing.net, a food service employer’s social presence, 
website and creativity matter more than the rate of pay; and many 
industry analysts suggest fostering a fun work atmosphere as much 
as possible. The site also notes that fast casual chains like Panera 
Bread, Smashburger and Fazoli’s have hiring practices that appeal to 
millennials. Their hiring system fi lls “current gaps, allows for special 
needs and work schedules, and offers long-term growth based on 
workers’ values.”20

Fewer workers. Higher pay. Greater expectations. All of these factors 
place increased pressure on food service operators in managing the 
back-of-house. How can they deliver higher-quality food with fewer 
people to get the job done? How can they design the work experience 
to keep it appealing to a millennial workforce? How can they better 
ensure worker safety?  

It’s time for back-of-house to 
step forward.
In the midst of all of this transformation, food service operators can 
no longer afford to leave back-of-house as an afterthought. This is 
especially true, considering that back-of-house accounts for nearly 
60 percent of labor costs.21 To attract and retain customers and 
employees, as well as control costs, back-of-house operations need 
to rise to a new standard of food quality, operational effi ciency and 
design aesthetics. The good news is that many advances are already 
under way. 

From back-of-house to front-of-house, technology is transforming 
how food service operators manage employees and meet customers’ 
increasing expectations. In some operations, wearables and digital 
dashboards give staff real-time updates. McDonald’s is rolling 
out self-service, easily accessible, digital ordering kiosks in select 
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Back-of-house accounts for nearly 
60% of labor costs.
Source: John R. Walker, The Restaurant: From Concept to Operation, 
Fifth Edition (2007)

locations in six states and Australia.22 Chili’s and Burger King are 
using computerized ovens with conveyor belts, infrared technology 
and hot air to prepare food. Then there’s Eatsa in San Francisco, 
which has virtually automated its front-of-house. Cofounder Scott 
Drummond says that the goal is to eventually fully automate back of 
house too, with robots performing most of the order assembly.23

From back-of-house to front-of-house, technology 
is transforming how food service operators manage 
employees and meet customers’ increasing 
expectations.



While we haven’t quite arrived at Jetsons-style back-of-house 
automation, there are many automation technologies that exist today 
that can help food service operators do more with fewer, or less-
trained, workers. Automated oil management is one of them. 

Typically oil management is one of the most time-intensive and 
frustrating tasks endured by food service employees. It’s diffi cult, 
messy and potentially dangerous. Automated oil management 
systems, such as those offered by Restaurant Technologies, offer 
a faster, simpler and safer solution. Restaurant Technologies’ oil 
management solution provides a turnkey system that takes care of oil 
delivery, storage, handling and disposal. The complete system comes 
with all of the hardware, software, installation, training and support 
services needed to easily automate oil management.

Automated oil management helps food service operators meet 
consumer expectations for higher food quality, by maintaining a 
consistent taste. Today’s fries won’t taste like last week’s fi sh fi llet. It 
helps reduce labor costs, too, by eliminating extra steps. It’s easier 
to handle and safer for employees, especially newly trained ones, 
protecting both them and your business from worker compensation 
claims. 

In addition, automated oil management helps food service operators 
support the environment. It eliminates cardboard and plastic 
packaging containers. What’s more, used frying oil is converted into 
biodiesel. More and more consumers, especially environmentally 
conscious millennials, seek companies that practice sustainability.  

As food service operators continue to navigate this redefi ned dining 
landscape, automated oil management offers a simple way to drive 
customer and worker satisfaction, all while saving money and the 
environment. 

“Restaurants aren’t going to be able to deal with all of these 
changes by just focusing on front-of-house,” says Jeff Kiesel, CEO at 
Restaurant Technologies. “They’re going to have to fundamentally re-
engineer some of the things they’re doing in back of house. We offer 
one of many strategies that can help.”

In the new world of safer, smarter kitchens, automated oil 
management can play an important role in bringing back of house 
forward – and help drive your business ahead. 

Automated Oil Management

•   Ensures food quality
•   Reduces labor costs
•   Increases worker safety
•   Helps the environment
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“Restaurants aren’t going to be able to deal with all 
of these changes by just focusing on front-of-house. 
They’re going to have to fundamentally re-engineer 
some of the things they’re doing in back of house.”

– Jeff Kiesel, CEO, Restaurant Technologies
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About Restaurant Technologies™ 
A trusted partner for more than 15 years, Restaurant Technologies is the 

leading provider of cooking-oil management to more than 23,000 national 

quick-serve and full-service restaurant chains, independent operators, grocery 

delis, hotels, casinos, universities and hospitals. Restaurant Technologies 

helps food service operators make their kitchens safer, smarter, more effi cient 

and more sustainable through its automated oil storage, handling, fi ltration 

monitoring and disposal management system. Headquartered in Mendota 

Heights, Minn., Restaurant Technologies is a privately held company, 

currently operates 40 depots and has more than 750 employees serving 

customers across the United States. For additional Restaurant Technologies 

information and news, visit www.rti-inc.com. Follow Restaurant Technologies 

on Twitter @RTIoil, on LinkedIn or Facebook.  
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Restaurant Technologies

2250 Pilot Knob Road, Suite 100

Mendota Heights, MN 55120 

www.rti-inc.com • 888-796-4997

FOOD QUALITY

EFFICIENCY

SAFETY

SUSTAINABILITY


