
Visions of the “New Normal” for the Food Service Industry Post COVID-19

The ID Studio 4 team has been blessed to work with thousands of Restaurant and Entertainment brands across the 
U.S. for the last 40 years, with sustained growth through them all. This year, the unforeseeable occurred—the entire 

industry shut down literally overnight due to the Coronavirus pandemic. In our downtime, after we moved our entire 

Design, Architectural, and Engineering staff out of the office to work from their homes, we began looking forward—

documenting the changes we might anticipate in the Food Service industry; reading and compiling future visions of 

new, best practices that we could share with this industry that has been so great to us over the years. Similar to how 

September 11 changed the airline industry, we believe, and other experts concur, that customers' fears and new 

precautions will force restaurants to adapt to a “new normal”.  

When the restaurant industry is finally able to re-open, there will no doubt be a pent-up demand for dining with 

friends and social gatherings; we need to be ready to make those consumers feel safe after months of shelter-in-place. 

As designers, we have all been exposed to the branding and design exercise called “The Customer Journey”. This tool 

has been used for years to map out a customer’s interaction with a brand to define those touch-points where Brand, 

Service, and Customer Interaction can be managed to create a seamless experience for our guests that defines the 

brand. In this “new normal”, these touch-points can be looked at within the new definition of social distancing; the 

new standard everyone has come to understand. We have explored each major component of the typical journey and 

have identified those specific areas that make up key touch-point interactions, studying how they influence our 

customers’ new thoughts and fears along with possible solutions Food Service brands might employ to make them feel 

safe in the new restaurant environment.  



FRONT ENTRY 

The first interaction consumers have with our facilities 

is the front entry. Doors and handles are typically 

designed to create an initial impression of what the 

customer will experience upon entering. Touch will, in 

the immediate future, be fearful for many and we will 

need to focus on options to alleviate those thoughts. 

Such options can include: 

 Door operators that eliminate the need for that first 

touch. 

 Adding transparency to doors to allow visualization 

of incoming and outgoing guests. 

 Changing door hardware to brass which contains 

copper—a natural anti-microbial. 

 Automatic Hand Sanitizer stations inside the entry 

to allow guests to sterilize their hands upon 

entering. 



WAITING AREAS 
The waiting area in most business types will be an issue moving forward as social 

distance guidelines will be hard to achieve in small spaces. For the Restaurant 

environment, there are many options that might be considered. 

 The simplest solution would be to remove waiting 

benches, substituting single user chairs spread apart as far as possible. 

 Exterior waiting with weather shelters, in-car waiting with mobile text paging in 

lieu of pucks, or call-ahead or online reservations for check-ins.  

 Inside the waiting area, we would suggest posting menus behind glass, rather 

than handing out menus to review and screening between waiting and the 

nearest tables. 



TABLE TOPS 

Table count in restaurant design is a critical factor, with revenue per 

seat tracked with financial metrics. As designers, we focus on 

maximizing seat count while maintaining code minimum 

separation. With new social distancing guidelines, there will be a need 

to spread tables further apart along with screening requirements. 

 Decorative partitions or glass between booths and individual dining 

areas will help separate seating spaces. 

 Banquettes will pose a more significant problem but can be utilized 

with six feet of separation. 

 Change out table top surfacing to an anti-microbial finish or revert 

back to paper / linen coverings that are changed out between use. 

 Replace typical table condiments with individual servings, and 

providing disposable alcohol wipes with each meal. 

 Menus may be redesigned as disposable one-use items or a digital 

menu can be created that guests can access by scanning a QR code. 

 Operators should consider utilizing metal coverings over food 

plates, much like the hotel industry. 



 

ORDER COUNTER & SELF-SERVE AREAS 

In both QSR and Fast-Casual concepts, the order counter and self-serve 

areas are primary parts of the customer journey. Any area in a restaurant 

with multiple users handling products or serving utensils, will be a 

concern of all patrons due to the potential spread of pathogens. 

Without affecting the branding elements or design of these critical 

function areas, there are several simple changes that can be made. 

 Napkins, condiments, and the drink station can be moved behind 

order counters, serviced via restaurant staff to assure cleanliness.  

This also offers an additional benefit of better portion control. 

 Sneeze guards on drink stations and self-serve food areas. 

 Counter surfaces with anti-microbial finishes. 

 Clear plexi-glass screens to shield both the customer and staff. 

 Single-use, wrapped serving utensils, eliminating utensil “buckets”. 

 UV lighting specifically designed to kill germs and viruses in these 

service areas. 

 Touchless ordering and cash-out systems via mobile apps or smart 

cards. 



BAR AREA 

Bars are the social hub of many Casual and Fine Dining venues, and as a social gathering spot, meeting new guidelines 

will be especially difficult. 

 Easy options might again be anti-microbial countertops that are designed deeper than the normal two (2) foot depth, 

to separate bartenders from guest. 

 Bar stools can be spaced apart further than the normal twenty-four (24”) inches on center, but guests with less anxiety 

over germs and distancing will undoubtably fill in the gaps to belly up to the bar. 

 Table seating in the bar area can be spaced out away from the bar to avoid congestion. 



 

RESTROOMS 

The cleanliness of Public Restrooms in Food establishments has always been of primary importance. Consumers gauge the 
overall cleanliness and maintenance of restrooms as an indication of the cleanliness of the entire front and back of house. 
There are many fairly simple upgrades to restroom facilities we can make to ease concerns. 

 Like all other areas in the restaurant, anti-microbial counters and partitions are readily available. 

 Auto-flushing urinal and toilet controls, touchless faucet, soap and paper towel dispensers. 

 We suggest eliminating hand dryers that blow out streams of air, which may distribute germs. 

 Restroom doors can be designed to swing out to avoid touching with freshly washed hands and doors that must inswing 
can have toe pulls easily installed for the same reason. For additional customer protection, the addition of an Automatic 
Hand Sanitizer station in the restroom vestibule is an inexpensive amenity.  



 

TO-GO AREAS 

With the mandated dining room closings, operators have had to quickly learn how to shift focus to their To-Go and Food 

Delivery in order to create some sales to keep the doors open. From menu simplification to developing products to allow 

“transport friendly” menu items, most brands have found ways to achieve higher food to-go sales. Once allowed to 

re-open with both fewer table-tops due to social distancing and some lingering consumer fear of gathering spaces, the 

To-Go and Food Delivery sales will continue to rise, requiring more space and new non-touch systems. Inside each restaurant, 

space will need to be allocated for Food Service Delivery company pick up bins. Additionally, curbside To-Go delivery will 

remain important with touchless food handoff and cash-out systems. Where space allows, it may be beneficial for Fast-Casual 

and Casual concepts to add drive through pick-up only windows. Moving forward, we would anticipate many Concepts will 

reduce the dining room footprint as they continue to see a trend of more takeout and delivery.  



MECHANICAL & ELECTRICAL SYSTEMS 
While not immediately visible to the consumer, there are various Mechanical and Electrical system components that can help to 
eliminate germs and viruses both on surfaces and in the air we breathe. Ultraviolet (UV) lighting has long been used to prevent 
microbial buildup on all parts of an HVAC system, eliminating mold and bacteria from growing and spreading throughout a 
building.  

 UV lighting has been proven to kill airborne cold and flu viruses. 

 The UV light breaks down the cell wall of germs and viruses and damages the internal DNA so the pathogen dies. 

 Adding UV lighting into the airstream of the HVAC system is a fairly low-cost system and can be added to most types of 
residential and commercial systems. 

 Additional possible uses of UV lighting would be over self-service drink and salad stations. 

 Hospitals have been using UV lighting for sanitizing for years and now even have UV robot cleaning. 

 Another option, mostly for new construction would be to install more, smaller HVAC units to increase zones to reduce cross 
contamination of air. The Secondary benefit to more units is the redundancy provided if one unit is out of service. 



VISIBLE CLEANING PROGRAM 

The greatest bang for the buck we believe any operator will get credit for is 

a visibly prominent cleaning program that all guests will see taking place. 

Cleaning and sanitizing tables, chairs and cushions between each table turn 

will instill confidence in your guests who will see the precautions you are 

taking to make them safe. 

Additionally, an ongoing cleaning regimen for door handles, counters, 

restrooms, waiting and serving areas will be an expectation of all patrons 

visiting your establishment.  



As part of our client’s development team, we believe it to be our responsibility to 

look for and develop unique design solutions everyday, and the COVID-19

pandemic is no different to us. 

We hope we have stumbled upon some ideas you may not have yet considered and 

would enjoy hearing any additional ideas you may have to share with the industry. 

It is an honor to be an integral part of the Food Service and Entertainment 
community and we are here to assist you in any way we can.  
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