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Melbourne, Australia, and during 2006, a second UK 
branch opened in Cornwall, England, a region which 
suffers off-season unemployment.

Social enterprise initiatives which impinge on employ-
ment are not restricted to restaurants. Coffee bar giant 
Starbucks has a BITC (Business in the Community) initia-
tive in the UK, where it has attempted to improve the 
employability of young, disadvantaged people. As part 
of its “Workwise” scheme, Starbucks district and store 
managers put on a two -day course for 14-15 year-olds 
from a local school to help them better understand  the 
requirements of future employers, provide them with 
positive role models and help them with inter-personal 
skills. Since its inception in 2003, the scheme has worked 
with more than 700 students.  

Automated service
Replacing service staff with machines is still perhaps 
too radical for many restaurants but a Burger King 
franchisee in Norwich, England, has, in what is thought 
to be a European first, replaced traditional counter staff 
working at tills with electronic touchscreen terminals. 
These take each customer through the menu and enable 
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Spain’s The Wok chain invests in training and work permits, 
even trawling Chinese communities in Latin America, to achieve 
authentic staffing. Photo by Thomas Fedra
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him or her to place their order and pay using bank 
notes, coins or debit/credit bank cards. The order is 
transmitted electronically to the kitchen and the cus-
tomer hands a printed ticket from the machine to an 
order taker to get the meal.

The UK-designed machines cost around £100 each per 
week and have reduced the number of unit staff by about 
20 percent. They also mean lower training demands, with 
staff focused on back-of-house. Are customers happy? 
According to Chris Evans of SSK, which developed the 
terminals, 67 percent of respondents said they preferred 
using the terminals while separate mystery shopper re-
search rated speed of service highly. Machines are also 
thought to be better than staff at upgrading customer 
spend with suggestive selling cues.

Forecasting kitchen work-flow
American-themed diner chain TGI Friday’s, which oper-
ates large restaurants and bars across the UK and in 
several European cities, has upped back-of-house labour 
productivity and customer service speed in the past three 
years, partly by switching from manual ordering to 
hand-held server terminals. These make it easier for staff 
to repeat orders back to guests and also provide up-sell 
prompts. The hand-helds communicate directly via 
wireless links with display screens located at each of the 
four cook stations in TGIF kitchens and enable fully 
defined orders to reach line chefs the moment that guests 
place them. Meanwhile, special software breaks down 
each order and prioritizes preparation tasks based on 
ingredient cook times. 

This helps cut labour by up to four employees per store 
because a window-man is no longer needed to deal with 
orders entering the kitchen. The technology also assists 
in optimizing utilization of kitchen equipment while the 
front-of-house also gains; complaints about food not be-
ing hot enough were reduced by 70 percent. Meal service 
is also faster with at least 20 minutes typically trimmed 
off average visit time-increasing seat availability at busy 
times by as much as 50 percent. Systems were supplied 
by Micro-Fidelio.

Flexible work practices
A labour deployment initiative introduced this year at 
McDonald’s hamburger restaurants in the UK has been 
the Family Contract, which enables two people from the 
same family working in the same McDonald’s restaurant 
to cover each other’s shifts with no prior notice. The facil-
ity applies to any pair made up of married couples, parents 
and children, siblings, grandparents, step-families, ad-
opted families, cohabiting partners and same-sex partners. 
The company estimates that up to 1000 of its 67,000 UK 
workforce are eligible, with both employer and employee 
gaining from the greater flexibility.

The burger giant has also pursued initiatives in part-
time working for operational managers – with 194 now 
working this way – and readiness to take on older work-
ers, in advance of new anti-ageism legislation introduced 
in October 2006. The company currently employs more 
than 500 people aged over 60, doing a variety of jobs 
from customer care to management. Another initiative, 
launched in September 2006, is a training website avail-
able to all McDonald’s UK employees to provide distance 
learning for academic qualifications and also life skills. 

Downsizing and rightsizing
Another increasingly applied response to overhead reduc-
tion, both labour and property, is to squeeze kitchens into 
tighter space by re-thinking footprints and simplifying 
menus. One such exponent is the Supermac’s fast food 
chain with 75-plus branches in cities and drive-through 
locations throughout the Irish Republic. By re-thinking 
stores under the Fresh Express sub-brand, the chain has 
created units appropriate to convenience stores and pet-
rol station forecourts. 

Unlike main branches of the chain, which can have 
200 to 300 seats with large labour inventories to match, 
the right-sized stores can be operated more flexibly by 
from one to six personnel in a space totaling just 200–250 
sq ft (18–24 sq m). The correspondingly smaller fit-out 
– still able to serve 80 percent of the Supermac’s menu 
– costs around R70,000 compared to the R500,000 of a 
full-size Supermac’s.
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Fifteen Restaurant in London is a social enterprise created by 
superstar chef Jamie Oliver, aiming to give youngsters a passion 
for working in foodservice.




