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Takeout SafetyFEATURE

S
elling food to-go
presents a whole
new level of food
safety challenge.
Think about it: The

order is leaving the premises,
and anything could happen to
it once it’s out of your hands
and in the consumer’s.
Operators are right to be con-
cerned, and they’re smart to be
proactive.

“You’ve got to do as much
as you can to control all
the variables, both from the
point of view of quality and safe-
ty,” says Afton Romanczak,
director of research and devel-
opment for Steak-Out
Franchising Inc., Norcross, GA,
parent company of Steak-Out
Charbroiled Delivery. 

Romanczak knows from
takeout: The 70-unit chain has
no on-premise dining facilities,
providing only takeout and
delivery of fully prepared meals.
Steak-Out’s stock-in-trade, not

surprisingly, is complete steak
dinners, but the franchised-only
company also offers chicken
dishes, sandwiches, hearty sal-
ads and more, and is actively
investigating new menu items.

The number-one concern is
managing time and tempera-
ture as much as possible, says
Romanczak, who also handles
purchasing for the chain. “We
route our drivers so that no
order is in the delivery vehicle
for more than 15 minutes, and
we use insulated bags for all
orders, not just for hot items but
also for cold.”

Steak-Out has one advantage
over other full-menu concepts
that offer food to stay or go: All
of Steak-Out’s food leaves the
premise, and the menu has been
designed with that in mind. “We
avoid all the stuff that doesn’t
travel well,” explains Romanczak,
“like breaded foods and French
fries.” In fact, most orders
include a baked potato, which

Steak-Out’s packaging is imprinted with safe-handing
information
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acts like a “hot rock” in the
package, holding heat and
adding enough ambient moisture
to keep food from drying out. 

In the stores, food safety is of
paramount concern, the more
so because the Steak-Out system
is made up of dozens of inde-
pendent owner-operators.
“We’ve learned to design the
stores with the goal of minimiz-
ing the need to repeatedly open
refrigerator doors, since it’s
really easy to lose food out of
the cold zone.” 

Walk-ins now boast zoned
refrigeration zones. When
handling something like chick-
en, for instance, crew is trained
to thaw out the product (always
under refrigeration), put it in

portion-size plastic bags, and
immediately ice it down so that
it’s held in the low 20-degree
range, without refreezing. “And
we’re changing our procedures
so that meat is kept on a rolling
cart and handled in the walk-in,
rather than removing it to prep
it. The portions stay in there
until they go on the grill.”

Romanczak has also made
a science out of working
with purveyors to design prod-
ucts with minimal handling
needs, such as precut vegeta-
bles, IQF steaks, premarinated
meats, and other value-added
forms. “We engineer everything
so it’s individualy packaged
and pre-prepared as much as
possible,” he says. “The less
you handle, the more you

avoid opportunities for cross-
contamination.”

Packaging is also key to
safe takeout. Steak-Out uses
polystyrene packaging, known for
both its holding properties and
its relative value. “There are
snazzier-looking products out
there, but they don’t hold as well,
and they’re certainly not as cost-
effective as polystyrene, even with
increases in natural gas prices,”
says Romanczak, adding that
despite all the recent advances in
packaging technology, there is
still a void in the marketplace for
attractive, inexpensive products. 

In January, the company
partnered with its packaging
vendor to have all of its packag-
ing imprinted with handling

instructions, including the tem-
perature to reheat to, and when
to refrigerate. “It’s very simple,
basic information, but it’s the
kind of thing you can’t take for
granted,” he says. “We send out
seven to nine million pieces of
packaging, and if only 10% read
it, that’s hundreds of thousands
of people who’ll learn more
about food safety.” Romanczak
adds that many customers are
eating their meals directly out of
the box, especially in hotels and
offices, and might be moved to
scan the legends on the box
while they’re eating. “Anything
we can tell them about food
safety is all to the good. When
you realize how little most con-
sumers really know, you some-
times wonder how we all made
it out of childhood.”
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