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T here are 12.2 million
employees in the foodser-
vice industry. Think

they’re all washing their hands
properly? For that matter, are
the people on the sandwich line
throwing out the unused turkey after
two hours, as dictated by your
quality assurance specifications?
Are the folks who manage the
walk-ins making sure all the tem-
peratures are within safe ranges?
Who’s monitoring food safety at
the day-to-day, hour-by-hour
operations level, and how do
you—as an employer, owner or
manager—ensure compliance?

According to recent data from
the Food and Drug
Administration, a surprising
number of foodservice opera-
tions are guilty of dropping the
ball, and have been found out
of compliance on certain criti-
cal food safety issues by the
local health authorities—nearly
two-thirds of all full-service
restaurants, for instance, had
problems with holding time and
temperature issues in 2004,
and more than a third were
cited for employee hygiene

issues. And anyone who knows
anything about foodborne ill-
ness knows that it only takes
one little slip-up to cause an
outbreak… or worse.

IT’S A CULTURAL THING

“From the top down, you have to
make it a priority to heighten
employee awareness about food
safety,” says Heather Thithoff,
director of training for
Columbus, OH-based Cameron
Mitchell Restaurants, with a
dozen Mitchell’s Fish Markets
and seven other casual-to-
upscale concepts in six
Midwestern states. “We also take
pains to create the kind of cul-
ture where our associates feel
valued, and that encourages
them to embrace best practices.”

Safety-conscious foodservice com-
panies share the same underlying
attitude: that it’s management’s
responsibility to train all employees
thoroughly, and to give them all
the tools necessary to prepare and
serve safe, wholesome food.
For Notre Dame University in
Notre Dame, IN, that meant mak-

ing the commitment to put a
complete HACCP program in
place, a yearlong undertaking that
spells out every procedure and
provides record-keeping proto-
cols for every step. The University
also hired a food safety manager
to oversee the entire process.

At the Angus Barn restaurant, in
Raleigh, NC, management has
set a goal to train and certify
every single employee in food
safety—not just food handlers,
but servers, cashiers, hostesses:
The whole staff has to know
how important it is.

There’s another common strat-
egy: a very clear chain of com-
mand from the top down, and
an expectation that those on
the firing line will heed direc-
tives. At El Pollo Loco, the
quick-service flame-grilled
chicken chain based in Irvine,
CA, with more than 300 units
in four Western states, the
mechanism is the “Good to
Great Scorecard.” The metrics-
based rating system evaluates
and ranks unit management on
a roster of company objectives,

from customer satisfaction and
human resources issues to food
costs and food safety, including
health department inspection
scores. (For more, see page 16).

Matt Prentice isn’t shy about
holding managers accountable

K e e p i n g  W a t c h

Angus Barn's new
state-of-the-art cooler
addressed local health
department concerns
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for food safety, either. His
multi-concept Matt Prentice
Restaurant Group, based in
Bingham Farm, MI, consists of
more than two dozen different
venues, including restaurants
(from the upscale Morel’s: A
Michigan Bistro and the No. VI
Chop House and Lobster Bar to
the self-service Deli Unique
and Plaza Deli concepts), an
artisanal bakery, and a multi-
million-dollar catering and
banquet business, each with its
own management team.

“I fired one of my most sea-
soned managers after his loca-
tion got a critical violation
because one of the coolers was
off temperature,” says
Prentice. “He knew there was
something wrong with it, but
he got lazy and didn’t solve the
problem. I’m not going to lose
my business because of a food-
borne illness incident.” 

In addition, Prentice requires
every employee to get a
Hepatitis A vaccination, after a
serious outbreak was traced to
a restaurant right across the
street from one of his delis. So
Prentice made it a condition of
employment, with the company
paying for hundreds of vacci-
nations—and he was the first
in line. “It cost a lot of money,

but I can sleep at night,” he
says. “And no one complained
about their rights. If anything, I
got huge local and then nation-
al press attention, and I know
our customers know that we
take food safety seriously
because of it.”

Effective training is probably the
single biggest component of any
successful food safety initiative. At
Cameron Mitchell, everyone gets
food safety training, whether or
not they’ll be handling food. “You
have to send a unified message so
that everyone understands how

important it is,” says Thithoff. “It’s
like a foreign language—it’s one
thing to learn it, but you have to
practice it every day.” This is
especially important at
Mitchell’s Fish Market, where
an open kitchen and retail
area puts everyone on stage. 

The best food safety practices in the world don’t

mean a thing if your employees aren’t following them

At Mitchell's Fishmarket, freshness is on display—and so are food safety practices
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Initial training includes a com-
prehensive food safety module,
regardless of what prior expe-
rience employees have had.
“We want them to learn our
way of doing things,” Thithoff
explains. “We focus on helping
them become aware of their
habits and take steps to cor-
rect the bad ones.”

That means a lot of role-playing
and visual demonstration. “We
want to open their eyes,” says
Thithoff, “so we’ll actually
demonstrate what it looks like
when a chef sneezes into their
coat. Believe me, they’ll think
twice about doing it again.” Or,
an instructor might touch his or
her hair, then hand trainees a
glass of water by its rim and ask
them how that feels.

Matt Prentice also talks about
training as behavior modifica-
tion. “You have to focus on
breaking people’s bad habits.
Some people touch their faces
or hair constantly while they’re
working. My managers are
taught to watch for things like
that and keep the pressure on
the employees to stop doing it.”

Having a HACCP plan in place
made it much easier for food-
service managers at Notre
Dame University to train
employees, particularly
because of the focus on
record-keeping that the plan
instills. “By focusing on docu-
menting critical points, like
cooking methods and cooling
temperatures, you’re automati-
cally focusing on safety,” says

Jocie Antonelli, RD, the
school’s manager of nutrition
and safety. Following HACCP
criteria also helped unify
training procedures.

To facilitate the process, Antonelli
hired a former health department
inspector, Cheryl Bauer, as food
safety manager, with overall
responsibility for all food safety
protocols, including training.
One of Bauer’s duties, in fact, is
to attend all health department
training sessions, in order to stay
current with changes in regula-
tions and technology.

In addition, Antonelli and
Bauer offer formal food safety

training to whomever wants to
take it. The program started
with managers and moved
down the ranks to floor chefs
and supervisors, and now
hourlies are being encouraged
to take the course (Indiana
law requires one employee per
establishment to be certified in
food safety, so Notre Dame is
way ahead of the game).

DRILLING DOWN

Besides being an overriding
mandate, food safety is also
made up of a series of small,
repetitive tasks, done correctly
time and time again. Getting
employees to “sweat the small

stuff” is at the heart of any
successful food safety effort.

Handwashing is one of these
tasks. “We’ve looked at everything
to get employees to wash their
hands, from timers to surveillance
cameras,” says Prentice. “In the
end, you just have to make it a
cultural imperative. You can have
a 15-minute rule, but what if
someone touched raw chicken
after nine minutes? The key is to
get them to want to wash their
hands every time they need to be
washed. I probably wash tmy own
hands 30 or more times when
I’m working a shift.”

Greg Aardahl, who heads up the
food safety effort at Angus Barn,
has learned the level of attention
to detail that it takes to keep food
safe. The restaurant’s new Safety,
Sanitation and Storage Procedure
manual was the result of Aardahl
combing through 15 years’ worth
of health department inspections
to identify strengths, weaknesses
and inconsistencies in the staff’s
approach. The resulting docu-
ment spells out every conceivable
procedure related to food protec-
tion, from what kind of brush to
use for butter basting, to how to
clean the ice machine. 

To keep food safety top-of-
mind, Aardahl has been giving
employees voluntary quizzes
and puzzles in which food
safety topics and principles
are called out. Depending on
the complexity of the test, win-
ners might receive a $25 gift
certificate, or a complimentary
dinner for four. Questions drill

When Matt Prentice pulls shifts at one of his restaurants,
he practices what he preaches






