






























































When cutting 
hours and service 
improves well-
being without 
hurting profits
By Bret Thorn

LABOR LESS
TREND 2024
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Tableless operations 
A new class of takeout-only restaurants is thriving, 
catering to guests who are content to not sit down with 
their food. 

The benefits of offering no tables include requiring 
fewer staff and less expensive real estate. 

Flame Broiler, a Korean bowl chain based in Southern 
California, has introduced takeout-only restaurants for 
those reasons.

“We’re here to do whatever it takes to serve our 
franchisees, employees, and customers at a world-class 
level,” Christian Lee, chief operating officer, said in a  
press release.

� Slice House, a pizza 
concept featuring a 500- 
square-foot kiosk available 
for stadiums and high-foot 
traffic areas
From San Francisco-based 
Pizzaiolo Tony Gemignani 

� To-go only storefront with 
bakery operation behind the 
selections, closed Monday 
and Tuesday
From Pastry Chef  
Mindy Segal of Mindy’s 
Bakery, Chicago 

❙ For many years restaurants wanted to  
be all things to all people. They’d opened whenever 
guests wanted to eat there. To maximize the benefits of 
fixed costs, they’d add breakfast and serve food between 
lunch and dinner service.  If unused space existed, they’d 
develop another concept, such as a speakeasy or a limited 
to-go operation.

That’s changing, especially for independent 
restaurateurs, who have had a chance during and after 
the pandemic to reflect on what was important to them.      	
     Developing concepts that function with less labor has 
been the solution for some operators while restaurants in 
general are opening later or closing earlier, according to 
market and menu research firm Datassential. Last year, 
the average restaurant opened 6.4 fewer hours than in 
2019, a decline of 7.5%. Pete’s Kitchen, which had been a 
24-hour standby in Denver for decades, started closing at 
9 p.m. except on Friday and Saturday simply because they 
didn’t have enough staff. 

TREND WITHIN A TREND

A tableless restaurant like 
Flame Broiler, which serves 
Korean bowls, above, 
requires less space and  
fewer staff.
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Open fewer days 
Monday has traditionally been the only day of rest for 
restaurants, but increasingly it has crept to two or three 
days. Restaurateur Joe Campanale closes his popular 
Italian restaurant Fausto on Monday and Tuesday 
because he can’t find enough staff. He later developed a 
Spanish wine concept Bar Vinazo, which has a limited 
menu dominated by easy-to-prepare charcuterie and 
cheeses, allowing him to open seven days a week with 
minimal staff.

Deborah VanTrece, Atlanta chef and restaurateur, closes 
all three of her restaurants—Oreatha’s, Twisted Soul 
Cookhouse & Pours and La Panarda—on Monday and 
Tuesday for several reasons echoed by many of her peers.

“It was for self-preservation and preservation of my 
staff,” she says. “We work hard dealing with customers … 
and it wears on you mentally. Being away from this place 
was the healthy thing to do. It’s taking more control of 
what we’re doing. I think prior to COVID we didn’t spend 
as much time thinking about ourselves.”

And she discovered that her guests were perfectly 
capable of adapting to restaurants open only five days a 
week. “We learned that we could make as much money 
with shorter hours,” she says.

� Open only on Friday, 

Saturday and Sunday  
and closed holidays,  
Sugar Moon Bakery, Chicago

TREND WITHIN A TREND

� Closed Sunday, Monday  

and Tuesday

ADKT, a Parisian-themed 
supper club in West 
Hollywood, California

ADKT, a recently launched 
Parisian supper club, is opened 
only during the four busiest days 
of the week, top, while Bar Vinazo 
offers an easier-to-execute menu 
that allows it to open seven days 
with minimal staff.
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THE KIDS HAVE CRED
TREND 2024

College students can 
provide valuable insight 
on emerging trends—
and your bottom line
By Heather Sennett

FEEDING FUTURE DINERS
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Authenticity 
Gen Z expects authenticity and specificity.  
About 35% of the freshman class comes from 
countries other than the U.S. “They want 
something that reminds them of their home,” 
Toong says. UMass serves 4,000 sushi rolls 
a day, an Indian breakfast with paneer and 
Southern Indian Idli and a Chinese breakfast of 
customizable congee with toppings including 
thousand-year eggs. 

New this year at Vanderbilt University in 
Nashville is a selection of globally inspired 
meals to complement the school’s Language 
Table program, where students can chat over 
dinner in Japanese, Russian, Hindi-Urdu and 
more while enjoying regional specialties. 

Value 
Students—and their parents—want to know 
they’re getting a good value from their meal 
plans. But value today is about much more 
than the quantity of food served, Toong says. 
It’s an equation that balances quality, sourcing, 
storytelling, creativity and more. Years have 
passed, for example, since UMass offered an 
8- or 10-ounce steak. The only people who ate 
such large portions of meat were dads visiting 
the school, he says with a laugh. Students are 
looking for better-quality meat, in smaller 
portions. The university also offers half sushi 
rolls and bagels that are an ounce smaller than 
standard. “People want to eat less, eat more 
often and eat better,” he says.  

Creating a dining experience 
Customization is evolving into a dining 
experience. Students want to have a say in the 
toppings on their avocado toast. “Gen Z also 
wants fun components,” Toong says, which 
might take the form of specials prepared 
by guest chefs or celebratory meals for the 
Lunar New Year or Diwali. Schools around 
the country are also working with local 
independent restaurants to elevate the dining 
experience. At Washington University in 
St. Louis, the school asked four woman- or 
minority-owned area restaurants to open 
satellite locations on campus at the start of 
the school year. Concepts range from boba tea 
and Chinese snacks to Filipino barbecue and 
a build-your-own salad station, with the goal 
of diversifying the school’s dining options and 
supporting local businesses. 

Since the restaurants started serving meals 
on campus, the effort has been successful. 
Lines form all day, and the businesses sell out.

❙ In his 25 years at the University  
of Massachusetts in Amherst, Ken Toong  
has witnessed massive changes in the  
students he serves, their dining habits and  
their food preferences. 

Toong, the award-winning executive director 
of Auxiliary Enterprises, and his team prepare 
52,000 meals a day, roughly 9 million meals 
per year, for a student body that is much more 
diverse, concerned about the environment, and 
likely to have food allergies and special diets 
than when he began working at UMass. 

College students are also a demographic, he 
says, that expects a meal to be an experience, one 
that is fun and exciting. Such habits are likely to 
continue as these students graduate, secure jobs 
and flex their buying power.

Toong’s Gen Z diners of today are the 
restaurant diners of tomorrow. Here’s a look 
at some of the trends that Toong and others in 
college foodservice expect to dominate in 2024.

TREND WITHIN A TREND TREND WITHIN A TREND

TREND WITHIN A TREND

Ken Toong, opposite page, says students want restaurant quality, such as sushi rolls, authenticity right down 
to a country’s regional foods, like traditional Indian breakfast, left, and customizable congee, below.
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Calling out what’s important— 
to them 
At UMass, almost 11% of students report 
having a food allergy, so Toong and his 
team keep the dining app, as well as posted 
menus, updated with potential allergens. 
Menus also note which dishes are halal, 
vegetarian, local or antibiotic-free and the 
meal’s carbon footprint rating. Nearly 80% 
of Gen Zers report eating plant-based meals 
at least once a week, with 60% saying they 
want more meatless offerings, according to a 
survey from contract food management firm 
Chartwells Higher Education. On his campus, 
Toong sees interest in meat analogs, as well as 
unprocessed plant-based proteins, especially 
among students from India, China and Japan. 
But a food must taste good to get them coming 
back for seconds. “We find that Gen Z will try 
everything,” he says. “Deliciousness is really 
important to them.”

Just like restaurants 
Today’s students are on the hunt for new flavor 
combinations and twists on classic comforts, 
Toong says. Chicken sandwiches are always 
popular, but UMass diners want something 
next-level. “Can you make it differently, besides 
the pickles and so on,” he says. “Make it 
distinctive from other competitors.” Just like a 
restaurant might have a signature item, college 
dining can do the same. 

At Bowdoin College in Brunswick, Maine, 
where up to 40% of ingredients are locally 
sourced, lobster bake is a school tradition. The 
dish features local Maine lobsters swaddled 
in seaweed and steamed over an outdoor 
hardwood fire. “People love the culture behind 
the food,” Toong says. “Tell your story. Why is 
your food better than your competitors?”

TREND WITHIN A TREND

TREND WITHIN A TREND

Bowdoin College grows 
produce and offers a 
lobster bake for students.
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BY THE NUMBERS

NEW KIDS ON 
THE BLOCK
Gen Alpha, the youngest diners and future restaurant 
spenders, is already influencing menu decisions.  
Here are insights on the 12 and under set.

eat fresh fruit  
daily but also eat hot 
dogs and fried foods 
at least once a week

1 in 2

WHO CHOOSES THE RESTAURANT?

Just the kidsKids and 
parents agree

Just the 
grownups 

84% 11% 6%

WHAT INFLUENCES DECISIONS

Selections that 
allow parents 
to customize

Healthier choices 
on the regular 

and kids menus

Half portion 
sizes from the 

adult menu

50% 37% 35%

…and the food?

Adult chooses
7%

Kids choose 
but need parent  
approval

40%

Kids choose 
their own meal

52%Chicken 
43.5%

Cheese
37%

Snack food
34.5%Vegetables  

and leafy greens

32%

Whole  
grains,  
such as 
bread and 
cereal

32%

Burgers
16%

Plant-based 
alternatives

16%

WHAT THEY EAT A FEW TIMES A WEEK

WHERE THEY EAT

Neighborhood/pub

Quick-service/limited restaurants

Sit-down restaurants

Fast casual restaurants

Coffee shops

Entertainment-style restaurants

Hotels/resorts

Fine dining

80%

68%

33%

28%

23%

21%

19%
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68%
eat at a 

restaurant 

1 to 2 times 

weekly.

Source: Datassential




