
By the Book
A short Owner’s Manual makes Spirits Food & Friends an easier  

operation for owners to manage and gives staff a better place to work.

By Amanda McCorquodale || Photos by Lee Gwinn and Kinetix Creative
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Three years ago, the owners of 
Spirits Food & Friends in Alex-
andria, La., moved their popular 

restaurant down the street, doubling 
their footprint to 5,500 sq. ft. They now 
had room for a bigger kitchen, a catering 
operation, more seating, and increased 
revenue but the larger space also meant 
more complex operations and new 
challenges.

“When we came on board with 
Spirits last fall, they were getting plenty 
of business, but they wanted to find out 
if they were approaching operations in 
the best possible way,” says Chris Tripoli, 
FCSI, Principal, A’La Carte Foodservice 
Consulting Group, Houston, who has 
22 years in the industry and is a former 
restaurant owner himself.  

“We approach every project on 
the principles of the three ‘P’s: people, 

product and process,” says Tripoli, whose 
team spent three months assessing 
Spirits’ existing product preparation, 
menu presentation, staff training and 
scheduling, management’s communica-
tion, financial performance, marketing 
and promotions. They then provided 
specific suggestions and implemented 
recommended improvements.

One challenge was Spirits’ nontradi-
tional management style. “Instead of a 
typical chain of command from owners 
to general managers on down, Spirits 
uses a horizontal system where a series 
of service managers are expected to 
work together as a team,” says Tripoli. 
All servers and other service staff, such 
as hosts, bussers, and bar staff, report 
to the manager on duty, who is one of 
several service managers. Typically, one 
manager works at a time, however there 

is some mid-shift coverage on busier 
days where more service managers will 
be on as well. Instead of recommending 
the owners implement a more traditional 
management model, the A’La Carte team 
developed tools for their existing service 
and kitchen managers to work better.

“We suggested they focus on consis-
tency, compatibility and efficiency,” says 
Tripoli. To that end, they introduced 
improved communication tools such as 
daily post-shift notes, which managers 
check using a cloud program to review 
revenue, customer count, per-person 
spending, private parties, specials, and 
labor hours, and a two-page weekly 
planning guide that covers scheduling, 
weekly specials, revenue goals, and shift 
meeting topics.

Another challenge was Spirits’ small 
cookline that had no room for expansion. 

Doubling Spirits’ footprint, while positive, 
also meant new challenges. Improving 
communication among service staff was 
one project goal.

Spirits features live music, from touring 
bands to Central Louisiana’s local 
musicians. A fully stocked bar compliments 
the menu of seafood, burgers, pasta and 
salads.
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“To alleviate congestion, we suggested 
using a back line—formerly used for 
daily prep and event catering—as an 
additional cook station as it already had a 
grill/broiler, fryer, tilt skillet and convec-
tion oven under a hood,” says Tripoli. “It 
greatly improved product consistency 
and lessened ticket wait times.”

Part of Tripoli’s unique approach is 
making sure that key staff is engaged in 
the assessment process in order to dis-
cover better solutions to problems and 
to increase the chance that staff will con-
sistently implement the improvements. 
For example, when his team oversaw the 
revision of the restaurant’s operations 
manual including staff selection, training 
and evaluation criteria, each service 
manager reviewed A’La Carte’s notes 
and drafts before it was finalized.

“We believe the best operational solu-
tions come from within the operation,” 

says Tripoli. “When we talk with staff 
about, say, how to better enhance the 
guest’s experience, it naturally becomes 
a brainstorming session on the things 
that can be done better. Later, when 
employees read our list of recommenda-
tions, they see their ideas regarding plate 
presentations, staff uniforms, bar specials 
and table settings and they are invested 
in the idea from the start.

“The most important thing a consultant 
can do is listen,” says Tripoli about his 
operations assessment method. “It’s not 
what we say that gets us to the finish line, 
it’s what we know. And the reason we 
know is because we listen.”

Tripoli and his team took opera-
tions assessments one step further and 
created a very effective eight-page 
Owner’s Manual that outlines everything 
from ownership’s job responsibilities 
to communication tools, annual plans, 

and management guides. “It’s literally 
a playbook for the owners on how to 
more effectively run Spirits based on our 
three-month evaluation.”

Tripoli says a key improvement was 
outlining who is responsible for what in 
the Owner’s Manual. “The owners are 
to focus on the ‘whats’—the mission, 
revenue, service expectations, and 
marketing efforts,” says Tripoli. “The man-
agers should focus on the ‘hows’—how 
to implement training , how to execute 
the weekly plan, and how to properly 
handle guests. Spirits has also replaced 
typical employee meetings, which can 
be demoralizing and ineffective, with 
Sunday Sessions every couple of months. 
These meetings serve as a refresher of 
the operations manual, walking through 
the ‘whats’ and then committing to the 
‘hows’.”

A’La Carte’s improvements have been 

implemented for less than a year, yet 
Spirits’ revenue is up and service times 
are shorter while staff labor and food 
costs are down. The owners also recently 
contacted him to say they find it easier 
to take time away from the restaurant be-
cause they are confident the operations 
are better managed.  

At A Glance

� Facility: Spirits Food & Friends,  
Alexandria, La.

� Project: Full-Service Restaurant, Bar and 
Catering Services

� Scope of Work: Operations Assessment, 
Develop Written Plan of Action, Implement 
Recommended Improvements  

� MAS Consultants: Chris Tripoli, FCSI, Prin-
cipal and Project Director; Ashley Rosenfeld, 
Sr. Assoc., A’La Carte Foodservice Consulting 
Group, Houston

� Spirits Food & Friends: Lee and Tracey  
Gwinn, Owners  

Sprits’ first opened in 1967. The new, 
bigger restaurant sits just down the street 
from the former location.

Consultants made a point to listen to 
staff. They gathered feedback on topics 
such as plate presentations and table 
settings and included it in the list of 
recommendations.


