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Earned Income: 
“The Manask Report” 

Now Includes Gift Shops 

By: Arthur M. Manask  

 With the recent publicity surround-
ing the E Coli outbreak found in the 
California spinach crop—and subse-
quent bacterial outbreaks on the East 
Coast thought to be tied to either shred-
ded lettuce, or cheddar cheese (although 
the CDC was never able to establish a 
confirmed link) at fast food operators 
Taco Bell and Taco John’s—every mu-
seum, aquarium, zoo, cultural center 
and historic site, whether the foodser-
vice is outsourced or self-operated and 
whether it is your café/restaurant or 
catering services, must ask themselves 
the question “How Safe is My Food?” 
 What would happen if your institu-
tion received the same type of national 
publicity that Taco Bell and Taco 
John’s and other restaurants have ex-
perienced?  The “ripple effect” from 
such an outbreak, and the associated 
publicity, can negatively impact an in-
stitution’s reputation and bottom line for 
years to come.   
 Despite all the publicity concerning 
food-borne illnesses, America still has 
the safest food in the world.  However, 
there are so many places where food 
contamination can occur (from the 
growing fields to the irrigation/water 
source, harvesting, processing and pack-
aging, distributing, transporting and, 
ultimately the storage and handling at 
your kitchen or catering pantry) that it is 
impossible to completely guarantee that 
no possible contamination will occur.  
 Oversight for the safety of our food 
products is spread among several gov-

(Continued on page 2) 

business, you need to be attuned more 
than ever to improving the productiv-
ity and honing in on the most profit-
able strategic direction of all parts of 
your business. In this scenario, a plan 
for improving earned income will 
essentially require a several-pronged 

approach. Improving several 
areas of the business, even 
if only in small incre-
ments, will increase the 

overall earned income. 
Among the many areas to look 

at are: inventory management and 
product category gross margins; ma-
terial handling and product distribu-
tion; marketing and promotions; store 
visibility and visual merchandising; 
employee training, incentives, morale, 
work environment, time management, 
and productivity; selling; and quality 
of guest interactions.  
 What qualities should we look for 
in a new manager for our store(s)? 
 A strong retail manager balances 
creativity with solid business skills.   
He or she must be able to draw on 
both to translate the institution’s goals 
into a profitable retail environment 

(Continued on page 5) 

M any readers of The Ma-
nask Report have manage-
ment responsibilities of 

their institution’s gift shop and re-
lated retail sales areas, including e-
commerce in addition to foodservice, 
and we are pleased to add 
articles (see article on 
page 9), news and useful 
information about gift shops 
to this—and future issues—
of The Manask Report. 
 Some frequently asked 
questions about gift shop 
operations in museums, 
zoos, aquariums, botanic 
gardens and historic homes are in-
cluded in this issue. The following 
questions—and others that have been 
answered by expert retail consultants 
Shelley Stephens, Marjorie Sheldon  
and Jill Mandler— can also be found 
at www.manask.com. 
 Our institution’s attendance has 
been flat for the last few years, yet I 
am being pressured to increase our 
earned income. How do I approach 
this with our store(s)? 
 Without an increasing attendance 
base to rely upon for growing your 
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Food Safety: How Safe Is Your Food? 

 The following list is not intended 
to be “all inclusive” but rather some 
“basic” items for management to 
check for when observing your self-
operated, or outsourced foodservice 
operation.  
 

1. Health Department Inspection 
Reports: 
Your institution’s top manage-
ment should receive a copy of all 
Health Department Inspection 
Reports from their operator, or if 
self-operated, from their person 
in-charge of overseeing the visitor 
foodservice/concessions/catering. 

These reports are provided to 
the food facility operator at the 
close of each inspection. While 
these inspection reports are not 
uniform throughout the country, 
they are quite similar and the 
major infractions tend to be 
listed first on the first page of 
the report and may be headed 
with the title of “Foodborne 

Illness Risk Factors and Public 
Health Interventions,” or similar 

ernmental agencies including, but not 
limited to the FDA (produce & sea-
food), the USDA (meat & poultry) 
and The Center for Disease Control. 
Each of these agencies have estab-
lished their own standards and/or rec-
ommendations related to food safety; 
however, they do not have the regula-
tory authority to enforce their stan-
dards. Furthermore, with the constant 
pressure of budgetary restraints at all 
levels of government, the number of 
inspectors to check the level of volun-
tary compliance is woefully inade-
quate.  
 That being said, the most 
common cause of food-borne 
illness still comes from con-
tamination by foodservice 
employees, in your kitchen/
pantry or your caterer’s 
kitchen, who do not properly 
wash their hands as they 
complete each kitchen task 
and following the use of the restroom 
facilities.  

(Continued from page 1) verbiage, and have the highest 
point value for the infractions. 
 

2. Training: 
The onsite foodservice person in-
charge of your restaurant/café/
kitchen should be trained in proper 
food safety and sanitation and 
should have a current food han-
dler’s permit.  Ask to see the per-
mit and check the expiration date 
to ensure that it is current.  There 
should always be at least one per-
son with a current food handler’s 
permit present during operating 
hours.  
 

3. Good Hygiene Practices: 
Ensure that hand washing sinks are 
available and accessible to all 
foodservice employees. Be sure 
that all hand washing stations and 
restrooms have adequate water 
pressure and are supplied with hot 
water, anti-bacterial soap and pa-
per towels at all times. Some of the 
newer faucets have “knee, or foot 

(Continued on page 3) 

 

#What is Capture Rate?  Capture 
rate is the percentage of museum visi-
tors who make a purchase in your 
store. Tracking your capture rate can 
help you determine how interested 
museum visitors are in your store.  
 The highest capture rates that I 
have seen are when visitors have to 
exit through the store, especially trav-
eling or special exhibit stores. The 
visitors are excited about what they’ve 
just seen, making this the ideal time to 
capture their interest with appealing 
merchandise displays.  
 Store positioning is very impor-
tant. Major department stores are very 
good at seducing customers. This is 
why they always place their cosmetic 
departments on the first floor near the 
entrances. The female customer has to 

walk past it, she is drawn in by clerks 
offering samples, and makes the impulse 
buy.  

 

#How do I calculate capture rate?  
To calculate capture rate, use the follow-
ing formula: 
Capture Rate = Number of Transactions 
÷ Number of Visitors. 

 

#What’s the average capture rate 
for museum stores?  That’s hard to say, 
because there are so many stores that do 
not track capture rate.  The general rule 
is that 80% of all museum attendees 
come into the store and of that 80%, one 
in four will actually make a purchase. 

 

#How can I improve my store’s cap-
ture rate?  Where your store is located 
in the building or on the grounds can 

greatly impact capture rate. It is best 
to have a highly-visible location near 
the museum’s entrance.  Although 
you may not be able to change loca-
tions, more or better signage direct-
ing visitors to the store may help 
improve your capture rate. 
 If you are in a low-traffic situa-
tion, try a display case in the lobby 
with an attractive merchandise dis-
play. Pedestal cases used in this way 
at the San Jose Museum of Art in 
San Jose, CA, have been effective in 
driving traffic to the store. 
 Market your store as much as 
possible. If your institution has a 
café, you might try paring up to offer 
a coupon or discount for use in the 
store to customers who have lunch at 

(Continued on page 9) 
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activated” levers to turn the water 
on/off so that the employees 
hands do not have to touch the 
faucet handles after being sani-
tized.  
 

4. Contamination by Hands: 
Never touch “ready-to-eat” foods 
with bare hands. Use, foodservice 
approved disposable gloves when 
handling raw food. Remove 
gloves immediately after complet-
ing the current task and then wash 
hands. Never touch cooked food 
after touching raw foods without 
first thoroughly washing hands. 
Wash all fruits and vegetables 
before using. When using/
displaying disposable plastic flat-
ware for the public to pick up, 
make sure it is either wrapped or 
stored upright in a cleanable con-
tainer with the handles facing 
upwards to the guests. 
 

5. Cutting Boards: 
Use “color coded” cutting boards 
to assist in preventing cross-
contamination of foods (green 
boards for produce, yellow for 
poultry, red for meat, and blue for 
fish). Clean all cutting boards 
following use. DO NOT place 
cooked foods on a cutting board 
used for working with raw prod-
ucts. 
 

6. Food Storage: 
Make sure that all foods are cov-
ered in the walk-in and reach-in 

(Continued from page 2) refrigerators. Ensure that raw 
foods are always stored on the 
lowest level of shelving and 
cooked foods stored above raw 
foods. Make sure all foods are 
labeled and dated (use by date). 
Rotate foods daily, using “First-in, 
First-out” principle (FIFO). Make 
sure that all foods are in their 
original containers or an approved 
foodservice container.  
 

7. Vermin: 
There is an immediate risk associ-
ated with all signs of vermin in-
cluding: rodents (look for signs of 
rodent droppings), cockroaches 
and flies. Use clear trash can liners 
on all garbage cans and keep them 
covered when not in use. Keep the 
back door closed when not receiv-
ing goods. Install an “air door” 
over the back door to keep flies 
out when the door is opened. 
 

8. Time & Temperature Control: 
Check to ensure that the person-in-
charge is using an instant read, 
digital, thermometer to check both 
hot and cold food temperatures on 
a regular basis. Check that all re-
usable hot foods, designated for 
storage, are brought down to pre-
scribed temperatures within the 
guidelines established by the U.S. 
Public Health Service Food Code. 
All frozen foods should be thawed 
either in the refrigerator or under 
running water, or in the micro-
wave oven if they are to be imme-

diately cooked following the 
thawing process. 
 

9. Use of Utensils and Food Con-
tact Surfaces: 
Utensils must be stored in a clean 
container when not in use. Look 
for knives, tongs, spoons, spatu-
las and other utensils lying on 
unclean surfaces and then reused 
to prepare foods. Look for cooks 
wiping their utensils with dirty 
rags and then using those same 
utensils on foods. Check to en-
sure that all food contact surfaces 
are clean and sanitized and not 
coated with dust and kitchen 
grease.   
 

10. Chemical Storage: 
The law requires that all chemi-
cals (floor and wall cleaners, 
sanitizers, all dishwashing prod-
ucts, soaps, final rinse agents, de-
liming chemicals, stainless steel 
cleaners, degreasers, etc.) be 
stored in a separate area away 
from all food products.  
 

Independent Food Safety / Sanita-
tion Inspections Highly Recom-
mended: Due to the serious nature of 
any potential food borne illness out-
break, and the limited number of in-
spectors/visits that the local health 
departments are able to provide, many 
institutions have gone to outside firms 
to conduct more intensive inspections 
on a more regular basis than that 
which is provided by the local health 
inspectors.  �  

 
ZOO & AQUARIUM ICON FALLS TO CANCER 

Warren J. Iliff (1936 to 2006) 

Warren Iliff, the man who took the Aquarium of the Pacific from idea to reality, died in 
August 2006 after a bout with lung cancer.  Warren, a great friend to so many in the 
zoo and aquarium world—and all of us at Manask & Associates—came to Long 
Beach, CA in 1996 to shepherd the construction, stocking, personnel (and café and 
catering) decisions to create the Aquarium.  He stayed on the job until 2002 and was 
named president emeritus when he stepped down and semi-retired so he could play 
more golf and spend more time with his wife Ghislaine.  Warren’s illustrious career 
included the National Zoo in Washington DC, Washington Park Zoo in Portland OR, 
the Dallas Zoo, and the Phoenix Zoo.  
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 NEWSBRIEFS:  GIFT SHOP 

 Congratulations to executive di-
rector Mary Sellers and her team in-
cluding foodservice operator Eurest 
Dining (Compass Division) at the 
Science Center of Iowa who is oper-
ating their café and catering services 
on celebrating their first year anniver-
sary in May 2006.  They experienced 
record-breaking attendance of 
100,000 in the first 6 weeks after 
opening with a first year attendance of 
500,000! 
 The Museum of the American 
Cocktail, founded in New Orleans 
and displaced by Hurricane Katrina 
has found a new home at Com-
mander’s Palace restaurant in Las 
Vegas.  The museum’s exhibit leads 
visitors through 200 years of cocktail 
history and includes Tiki barware, 
Hollywood memorabilia, sheet music, 
and assortment of bottles and shakers.  
A satellite exhibit celebrating the his-
tory of cocktails in New York, also 

 Thirty-five restaurants and food 
suppliers and 100 wineries from 
around the world donated enough 
food and product to help raise a net 
of $1.9 million for the High Mu-
seum of Art in Atlanta during the 
14th annual High Museum Wine Auc-
tion.  The event included winemaker 
dinners, a vintner’s reception and a 
dinner gala for 750 prepared by New 
Orleans chefs Frank Brigtsen’s and 
Melody Pate of Alberta and Atlanta 
chefs Chris Wilson of Emeril’s and 
Kevin Rathbun of Rathbun’s. 
 Museum restaurant operator and 
caterer, Patina Restaurant Group 
split from its parent company Res-
taurant Associates and formed a new 
company with Nick Valenti 
(formerly with Restaurant Associ-
ates) and Shidax Corp.  Shidax is a 
conglomerate that generates about 60 
percent of its sales from corporate, 

(Continued on page 6) 
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opened at Balance, a gallery in New 
York. 
 Great Lakes Science Center in 
Cleveland has Aramark who handles the 
visitor foodservice and catering onsite 
and includes an exclusive relationship 
with Sammy’s, a Cleveland-based cater-
ing and banquet company.  This arrange-
ment is similar to Aramark relationships 
at the St. Louis Science Center and 
Chicago Botanic Garden where 
Aramark has partnered with well-known 
high quality off-premise catering compa-
nies at their client operations. 
 Seattle Aquarium Society signed 
Sodexho who will operate the new visi-
tor café in the Aquarium that is currently 
undergoing renovation.  The Aquarium 
has stayed open during renovations and 
the café will open on/about June 2007.  
Sodexho has partnered with local celeb-
rity chef Monique Barbeau for certain 
parts of the foodservice and catering 
services at the Aquarium. 

This is the introductory NewsBriefs 
section of The Manask Report cover-
ing gift shops in museums, zoos, 
aquariums, botanic gardens and cul-
tural institutions.  The editor wel-
comes your input including prospec-
tive articles and news that you would 
like included from your institution.  
The following will be expanded in 
future publications. 
 
 The New York Times featured an 
extensive article on 3/29/06 by Keith 
Schneider titled “Adding Profits to 
the Gift Shop.”  The complete article 
about the pros and cons of outsourc-
ing, who’s doing it, their experiences, 
quotes from museums and retail op-
erators can be found at the newspa-
p e r ’ s  web  s i t e  a t :  h t tp : / /
select.nytimes.com/gst/abstract.html?
res=F3081FF735550C7A8EDDAA0

8 9 4 D E 4 0 4 4 8 2  o r  g o  t o 
www.nytimes.com and enter the title of 
the article in their search engine. 
 Experience Music Project in Seat-
tle, WA outsourced its gift shop to 
Aramark in early 2006. 
 The Newseum that is opening on 
Pennsylvania Avenue in Washington DC 
across from the National Gallery of Art 
in the fall of 2007 has outsourced their 
store to Event Network.   
 The Seattle Aquarium that is under-
going a major renovation with grand 
opening of the new portions of the 
Aquarium in mid-2007 changed its gift 
shop operators through and RFP process 
from a local operator to Event Network.   
 The Houston Zoo which recently 
gave up self-operation of its foodservice 
and awarded a contract to Sodexho for 
their foodservice concessions has put out 
an RFP for its gift shops in early 2007.  

 Cleveland Metroparks Zoo 
who currently has a local firm oper-
ating the gift shops at the Zoo has an 
RFP underway in 2007 covering its 
gift shops and foodservices with the 
new contract starting in January 
2008. 
 Who are the primary firms that 
provide outsourcing services to cul-
tural institutions at this time?  
Among the ones we know there are 
Aramark, Centerplate, Delaware 
North, Eastern National (Park 
Trek), Event Network, Follett Spe-
cialty Stores, Paradies, Service Sys-
tems, Wildlife Trading Company 
and Xanterra Parks and Resorts. 
We hear rumors that others will be 
entering this field as outsourcing 
seems to be growing among zoos, 
aquariums, natural history, science 
center and children’s museums.  � 
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that both reflects and supports the 
institution’s mission. 
 The ideal candidate will have 
skills in all areas of retail including 
buying, product development, visual 
merchandising, operations, staff man-
agement and training, budgeting, P&L 
management, and experience running 
an institution’s store consistent with 
the Museum Store Association Code of 
Ethics.  Experience with e-commerce 
and possibly wholesaling will help 
provide a national presence for your 
institution as well as additional reve-
nue sources. 
 We have an online store, but it 
doesn’t generate the revenue we ex-
pected.  How can we improve our 
online sales? 
 It’s time to do a thorough evalua-
tion of your online offerings in several 
key areas: 
� Design – Is it clean, simple and 

easy to navigate, or is it cluttered 
and customers have to click 
through many layers to get to the 
products they want to see?   Is the 
merchandise organized according 
to how the customers really like 
to shop?  Are the product photos 
clear and enticing and can cus-
tomers enlarge them to get a 
closer look? 

(Continued from page 1) � Merchandise – Does the merchan-
dise you selected appeal both to 
customers who are familiar with 
your institution as well as a na-
tional audience which are simply 
searching for unique gifts?  Are 
the price points right and are you 
encouraging cross-category sales? 
Are you updating the selection to 
keep it fresh and encouraging 
frequent visits? 

� Marketing – Are you taking ad-
vantage of every opportunity 
within your institution to promote 
your web site address?  Have you 
optimized your web site’s ability 
to appear on frequently used 
search engines? Are you proac-
tively communicating with cur-
rent and potential customers to let 
them know about featured prod-
ucts and special promotions? 

� Operations – Are you meeting 
your customers’ expectations for 
prompt communication and 
timely delivery?  Do you have the 
staff and internal procedures in 
place to process orders effi-
ciently? 

 Our institution is considering 
outsourcing its retail opera-
tions.  How can we ensure that the 
operator we select will provide our 
visitors with the highest quality retail 

experience and provide our institu-
tion with the most favorable terms? 
 Many science, natural history and 
children’s museums have been con-
sidering and/or have switched to out-
sourcing, as have zoos and aquariums, 
with mixed results and success.  Out-
sourcing gift shops and retail opera-
tions is relatively new in the world of 
cultural institutions and there is a lot 
to still be learned before anyone can 
say it is or is not the best way to go 
for the long-term.  Unlike foodser-
vice, there is a relatively short list of 
firms that operate gift shops in cul-
tural institutions. If you are consider-
ing outsourcing, it is recommended 
doing an “internal” evaluation of con-
tinued self-operation versus outsourc-
ing before undertaking a “request for 
proposal” (RFP) process. 
 If you proceed with an RFP, en-
gaging in a formal RFP process will 
give your institution the opportunity 
to break down the overwhelming 
amount of data you need from each 
potential operator to enable a point-
by-point comparison.  In addition, the 
process can help give you a general 
sense of what the operator will be like 
to work with.   
 Once your institution has clearly 
identified its retail goals and mission, 
a list of experienced prospective op-
erators who have the financial and 
operational resources to achieve these 
goals is developed. These prospective 
operators are asked to submit, in a 
uniform and comparable format, com-
prehensive proposals for managing 
the retail stores.  Proposals are re-
ceived, reviewed, evaluated and com-
pared.  References are checked and a 
short-list of operators that come clos-
est to meeting your financial and op-
erational goals is identified.  Presenta-
tion and negotiating meetings are held 
with the final operators.  Possible 
visits are arranged to institutions al-
ready engaging these operators to 
observe their retail operations. A se-
lection is made, letter of intent is is-
sued, contract is negotiated, and final-
ized and executed.  � 
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 NOTE: Check Websites To Confirm Exhibit Dates  

ASSOCIATION DATES TO REMEMBER!!! 

* Visit Our Booth and Meet a 
Manask & Associates Representative(s): 

* AAM  
Chicago, IL 
May 13 — 17 

(202) 289-1818 
 
 

* APGA  
Washington, DC 

Jun 26 — Jul 1 
(302) 655-7100 

* MAAM 
Pittsburgh, PA 

Oct 25 — 27 
(202) 452-8040 

 
 

* NEMA 
Portland, ME 

Nov 7 — 9  
(781) 641-0013 

* AZA  
Philadelphia, PA 

Sep 17 — 20 
(301) 562-0777 

 
 

* ASTC 
Los Angeles, CA 

Oct 13 — 16 
(202) 783-7200 

MSA 
Denver, CO 
Apr 13 — 16 

(303) 504-9223 
 
 

* ACM 
Chicago, IL 
May 10 — 12 

(202) 898-1080 
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health care and education feeding con-
tracts, and runs some 3,000 locations 
across Japan {Nation’s Restaurant News 
October 30, 2006}.  Patina Restaurant 
Group, with about $220 million annual 
sales and clients such as the Los Ange-
les County Museum of Art, Descanso 
Gardens and MOCA in Los Angeles, 
CA could also find itself competing 
with former parent Compass Group 
PLC for business and industry client 
accounts based on the NRN article.  In 
October 2006 Patina debuted Leath-
erby’s Café Rouge, an 80-seat, con-
temporary American fine-dining res-
taurant as part of a master contract 
with the Orange County’s (California) 
new Renee and Henry Segerstrom 
Concert Hall. 
 In a related (Patina, above) story, 
Restaurant Associates’ top officials 
anticipate virtually no change in the 
way this operator of corporate and mu-
seum/recreation dining facilities does 
business after the divestiture of Patina 
as detailed above {Foodservice Director 
6/15/06}. 
 CulinArt, Lake Success, NY was 
awarded the contract for visitor food-
service and catering at Mystic Aquar-
ium and Institute for Exploration in 
2006 in Connecticut. 
 $10 is the amount Starbucks Corp. 
donates for each hour of volunteer 
work employees devote to designated 
nonprofit organizations through its 
Make Your Mark program.  In 2005, 
the company contributed more than 
$800,000 through the program 
{Restaurants & Institutions 7/1/06}. 
 The Guthrie Theater, formerly 
housed within the Walker Art Center 
in Minneapolis, moved to a new home 
in Minneapolis in 2006.  Bon Appetit 
Management Company (foodservice 
operator at Getty Center, Art Insti-
tute in Chicago, Historical Society in 
St. Paul, MN among other cultural 
institutions) was selected to open two 
restaurants and local chef and restaura-
teur Lenny Russo reached out and 
joined Bon Appetit at Guthrie to create 

(Continued from page 4) Cue at the Guthrie, a 260 seat restau-
rant featuring traditional farmhouse 
cuisine influenced by France, Italy, 
Spain and North America with lunch 
entrees ranging from $10-$15 and 
dinner entrees ranging from $16-$28 
{Nation’s Restaurant News 9/18/06}. 
 The Institute of Contemporary 
Art in Boston, designed by Diller 
Scofidio & Renfro moved to its new 
location in December 2006 on the 
Boston Harbor.  The new ICA in-
cludes the Water Café by Wolfgang 
Puck.  The 85-seat café features slid-
ing glass doors that expand into the 
exterior space for outdoor dining and 
events.  Lunch and dinner (Thursday 
and Friday evenings) will be served 
offering a selection of prepackaged 
signature salads and sandwiches as 
well as homemade soups, grilled pan-
ini, rotating daily specials and des-
serts. Museum admission is not re-
quired to dine at the restaurant but an 
admission ticket gets you a 10% dis-
count.  
 Copia: The American Center 
for Wine Food and Arts—the brain-
child of winemaker Robert Mondavi 
and other local oenophiles and 
foodies—has amassed millions of 
dollars of debt since its founding in 
November 2001 and is laying off 25 
of 80 workers, closing exhibit space 
and selling land to a developer in 
hopes of turning a profit {USA Today 
10/23/06}. 
 Chef Jean-Robert de Cavel—the 
chef that partnered with Sodexho at 
the Cincinnati Museum Center in 
2005—was nominated for a 2006 
James Beard award in the category of 
Best Chef Midwest {Cincinnati.com 
3/22/06}. 
 Rental Events Gone Wild is an 
article about a U.S. museum 
(unnamed for obvious reasons as you 
read on) that is one of it’s city’s 
classiest social addresses based on a 
2006 article in their local newspaper.  
“People threw up, passed out, were 
injured, got into altercations and 
climbed onto sculptures at Tequi-

lafest, a semi-formal rental event 
organized by a major corporation 
according to several people who at-
tended or worked at the event.”  The 
organizer of the event said “it was 
probably too cheap with unlimited 
margaritas for $30.”  The museum 
director indicated that with 5-years 
experience they have never had any 
problems with rental events and 
found that “this was not an appropri-
ate event to be held in the museum, 
and we have reviewed our procedures 
for bookings.”  Rental events at 
this museum have become important 
for the museum to help meet its op-
erational costs.  Rental income repre-
sents about 6% of total annual mu-
seum revenue. Very few museums 
allow food and beverage in exhibi-
tion and collection areas, though a 
majority permit entertaining in public 
spaces, according to a 2004 survey of 
the American Association of Mu-
seum. This corporation plans to do 
Tequilafest again in 2007 but at an-
other location this time. 
 In June 2006 Aramark was 
awarded the contract to manage the 
restaurant and catered events at the 
Florida Aquarium in Tampa, FL 
based on a press release by Florida 
Aquarium President and CEO Thom 
Stork.  The deal, according to Mr. 
Stork, includes planned improve-
ments to the aquarium’s 11-year old 
kitchen and restaurant.  The prior 
operator, in fiscal year 2005 grossed 
about $2.5 million in restaurant sales  
{News.moneycentral.msn.com 6/29/06}. 
 Wolfgang Puck plans to open The 
Source by Wolfgang Puck in the 
Freedom Forum/Newseum multiuse 
complex in Washington, DC which is 
scheduled to open in the fall of 2007.  
The Los Angeles-based operator’s 
debut restaurant in the nation’s capi-
tal will feature signature dishes from 
his California operations – Spago, 
Chinois on Main and Postrio.  Puck 
executive chef Lee Hefter and chef-
partner Matt Bencivenga will help 

(Continued on page 8) 
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Enhance Visitor & Guest Experience: 
Mystery Shopper Services Pro-actively Help You in all Aspects 

of Visitor Service & Guest Experience 
 

By: Mistie LoNardo 

Introduction: While the following arti-
cle focuses on your restaurant/café, the 
same principles apply to your gift shop
(s), ticketing, parking and other guest 
and visitor services. 
 
 If outstanding guest/visitor experi-
ence is the bread and butter of your 
bottom line, then your bottom line de-
pends on how well you understand your 
visitors’ experience. How can you get 
“out of the box” of your own perspec-
tive and experience your restaurant like 
your visitors do?  
 In its early days, mystery shopping 
was a little like paying people to fill out 
glorified feedback forms. The informa-
tion gathered was too general and too 
shallow to be of any assistance to a 
manager or institution that was serious 
about improving the visitors’ experi-
ence. Thankfully, the mystery shopping 
industry has made tremendous ad-
vances; no longer are there just glori-
fied feedback forms.  Mystery shopping 
reports now offer many insights into  
visitors’ experience and have proven to 
be an important and priceless tool in 
the restaurant industry. 

 When I was the regional manager 
of a chain of restaurants, I 
quickly discovered I couldn’t 
simply trust my own experi-
ence. My employees were 
all at their best when I 
walked on the floor, often 
skewing my perspective of 
the customer’s experience 
and satisfaction. Feedback 
forms felt out of place in 
my restaurants and I sus-
pected only problematic or 
exceptional events would 
be reported. I needed a dif-
ferent approach and decided 
to hire people to come in as 
customers to report their 
findings to me.  
 Suddenly, I had eyes in 
the back of my head. I 
could see problems that had 
been present all along. I took it a 
step further and taught my mystery 
diners to look beyond their direct 
experiences and observe the way the 
restaurant functioned as a whole. 
They were trained to look around 
and sense the other visitors’ experi-

ence and how they were influenced by 
staff interactions. From this 
feedback I began to see how I 
could fine-tune my restaurants 
to increase guest satisfaction 
(and their repeat business). 
Applying what I learned, our 
sales doubled and our operat-
ing costs were cut by a third. 
 For many retailers, public 
attractions and cultural insti-
tutions, individually owned 
restaurants to small, interme-
diate and national chains, 
mystery shopping has come 
of age. The technology has 
improved to allow manage-
ment to focus on various as-
pects of the restaurant experi-
ence. The evaluators them-
selves can be specifically 
chosen and individually 

trained to be better representatives of a 
particular retailer’s customer base.  
 Today’s leading-edge mystery shop-
ping companies create a virtual 
“dashboard” that allows an institution to 
peer into the inner workings of his or 

(Continued on page 8) 

 
 

FIT TO BE TRIED 
 
 Restaurants & Institutions 
December 2006 issue had an arti-
cle, “Fit To Be Tried,” about how 
the promise of better health is 
appealing but consumers some-
times need extra incentive to 
change eating habits and opt for 
pasta with vegetables rather than 
heavy sauce for example.  Sonia 
Alexander, director of dining ser-
vices at Northwestern Memorial 

Hospital (NMH) in Chicago, under-
stands and knows that financial in-
centives work best.  At NMH, as with 
many museums, zoos and other cul-
tural institutions that have a café or 
restaurant, employees are offered a 
10% discount on meal purchases.  
NMH employees, however, are of-
fered an additional 20% discount 
when they choose “selected” health-
ful food at the Spice of Life em-
ployee café.  Menu items that qualify 
for the bonus discount are those ad-

hering to the “Fit” designation under 
the Balanced Choices program that 
has been implemented by their food-
service operator (Compass Group).  
Fit foods have 600 or fewer calories, 
less than 30% of calories from fat, 
80 or fewer milligrams of choles-
terol and 600 fewer milligrams of 
sodium.  Cultural institutions that 
want healthier employees and vol-
unteers might consider this extra 
discount on selected menu items and 
meals.  � 

Incentive For Healthier Dining 

“My employees 

were all at their 

best when I walked 

on the floor, often 

skewing my 

perspective of the 

customer’s 

experience and 

satisfaction.” 



develop the concept, and Puck’s 
brother, Klaus, will oversee operations 
{Nation’s Restaurant News 4/24/06}. 
 Entrees reach $40, and, sorry, the 
sides are extra:  At the Modern at 
MoMA in New York “a lobster dish of 
1 ¾ ounces is offered.  Its price: $42...” 
Until recently, such prices were the 
stuff of four-star, white-tablecloth 
meals, the kind that ended with a dia-
mond ring on the petit four tray.  But 
now entrees over $40 can be found in 
restaurants that are merely upscale, 
where diners wear jeans and tote chil-
dren. “...$8 A Bite? Forty is the new 
30,” said Richard Coraine, the chief 
operating officer of Union Square Hos-
pitality Group which recently began 
charging $42 for a 1 ¾ ounce appetizer 
portion of lobster at lunchtime.  Ten 
percent of its lunch patrons order the 

(Continued from page 6) dish!  {Jodi Kantor, New York Times, 
10/21/06}. 
 Arts and Carafes, Museum Restau-
rants that create Outstanding Works 
on Plates is the title of an article in 
Lexus Magazine in 2006 with write-ups 
about The Modern in MoMA in New 
York City (Danny Meyer of Union 
Square Café and Grammercy Tavern), 
The Restaurant at Getty Center in 
Brentwood, California (Bon Appetit 
Management Company), Restaurant 
Georges at Centre Pompidou in Paris 
France and Restaurante Guggenheim 
Bilbao in Frank Gehry’s 30,000-panel 
museum structure with Michelin three-
star chef Marin Berasategui. 
 The new dining room at the Morgan 
Library and Museum is a tutorial in 
the eternal pleasures of capitalism: mar-
ble fireplaces, heavy silver and really 
rich cream sauces.  It’s also one of New 

York’s more eccentric fine-dining 
restaurants and probably the best mu-
seum canteen in New York City based 
on a New York Times article by Julia 
Moskin on October 18, 2006. The for-
mal dining room is open only when 
the museum is open, so lunch is served 
every day, but dinner only on Friday 
nights. For many New Yorkers its 
abbreviated business hours will knock 
the Morgan dining room out of the 
running as a serious restaurant, but if 
offers compensatory pleasures.  The 
chef, Charlene Shade has worked in 
the kitchens of Jean-Georges Von-
gerichten. The restaurant is operated 
by New York based Restaurant Asso-
ciates that operates museum restau-
rants, catering and destination restau-
rants and is part of the Compass 
Group PLC.  � 
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Enhance Visitor & Guest Experience: Mystery Shopper Services Pro-actively Help You in all As-
pects of Visitor Service & Guest 

her restaurant (or other guest/visitor 
services). Using a state-of-the-art 
blend of well-trained evaluators, cus-
tomized evaluation forms and power-
ful Web-based analysis tools, mystery 
shopping companies can zero-in and 
track and report on any area of your 
business you desire.  
 How inviting is the week-day res-
taurant lunch host? Which bar-tender’s 
over pouring caused the inordinate 
liquor expense last weekend? Is the 
taste and quality of our new menu 
item better when Cook “A” or Cook 
“B” prepares it? What do people really 
think of the choices on our new menu? 
Which employees need more training?  
 What’s more, the reports can 
gather and return information to you in 
a matter of hours or days. In so doing, 
you can now maximize your visitors’ 
experience and, as a result, maximize 
your visitor/guest satisfaction which 
helps extend the visitor stay.  
 Another major benefit of state-of-
the-art mystery shopping services is 

(Continued from page 7) 
trend-tracking and location comparison. 
As all the evaluations are placed into 
your own private database, you can use 
Web-based tools to compare the per-
formance of shifts or locations (if you 
have more than one café, restaurant, gift 
shop, etc.) and you can track changes 
across months or even years. As a cul-
tural institution, if you’re going to make 
the investment in mystery shopping, it is 
important that you contract with the 
right company. Does the company pro-
vide the exact services you think you’ll 
need? Does the company (and its 
evaluators) have extensive experience in 
the restaurant (gift and visitor/guest 
services) industry thus bringing a higher 
level of knowledge to the table? What 
percentage of its business is devoted to 
your industry? What type of evaluators 
is the company using? How well are the 
evaluators trained? Will you receive a 
customized form that tailors to the se-
quence of service and standards of your 
restaurant/café (and other guest/visitor 
services, if applicable) rather than just 
the basic industry standards? Does the 
company provide a turn-around time 

that allows you to take action and 
make changes if need be? Lastly and 
most important, does the company 
practice what i t  preaches—
exceptional service that is dedicated 
to helping your institution provide an 
exceptional visitor/guest experience? 
  
 Visitors return to your restaurant 
(and gift shop) when their experience 
of service, quality, taste, value, and 
ambiance all add up to their favoring 
your restaurant/café over nearby lo-
cal competitors. What is less obvious 
is how to understand visitors’ experi-
ence. No longer is it a one dimen-
sional service. A good mystery shop-
ping company provides the guidance 
and feedback you need to get where 
you’re going. Choose the right com-
pany and you will be able to enhance 
the visitor/guest experience, extend 
the visitor stay, increase visitor satis-
faction, and keep visitors coming 
back to your restaurant/café and/or 
gift shop, time and time again.  � 
 
Article Submitted By: Mistie LoNardo, 
President.  EyeSpy Critiquing and Consulting. 
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the café. 
 Pay close attention to your market 
group demographics. Museum stores 
typically don’t have the resources for 
traditional market research, so the in-
formation you may collect is anecdo-
tal, but nonetheless, very important. 
Watch your clientele closely. Have 
your antenna out picking up informa-
tion that’s there. If you are not in close 
contact with your customers, make 
sure your staff is paying attention to 
who is shopping in your store. Do you 
have a lot of school groups, retirees, 
college students, families, singles? 
When planning for merchandise, it is 

(Continued from page 2) imperative to consider your mission 
and your market in order to create a 
merchandise plan that serves each 
market group. 
 Teenagers are an often under-
served group in museum stores. Teens 
are looking for slightly trendy, afford-
able products like rings, bracelets, or 
fabric purses. Finding the right mer-
chandise for this group requires a great 
deal of input, looking and research. 
You’ll need to know the hot colors 
and styles and how they can be inter-
preted into product that will fit your 
mission. For example, teenage boys 
are currently into vintage concert t-
shirts from the 60s and 70s. I recently 

worked with a music history museum 
and suggested that they bring in sev-
eral vintage concert t-shirt designs 
featuring musical artists that are rep-
resented in the museum. 
 Museum stores sell to a wide 
range of customers—from preschool-
ers to sophisticated collectors. One of 
the most difficult tasks for museum 
store managers is to include mer-
chandise that appeals to a diverse 
audience and to make sure it all 
hangs together and makes a cohesive 
presentation.  If you can accomplish 
this in your store, you will “capture” 
more sales.  � 

Gift Shops:  Tracking and Improving Your Capture Rate 
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We are often asked “What are the 
most important benchmarks that we 
should be monitoring?” While that 
often depends on the particular situa-
tions at each institution, there are three 
benchmarks that are universally re-
garded as “key indicators” of any and 
all foodservice operations. 
 

1. Participation % (café customer 
count ÷ visitor 
a t t e n d a n c e ) : 
measures the 
“popularity” of 
your foodservice 
operations by 
calculating the % 
of visitors that 
use the café. This 
can be calculated 
by day, week, 
month, quarter, 
and year. There 
are many factors 
that can affect 
this measurement, but a good 
starting point is 30% or better. 

 

2. Check Average (café sales ÷ café 
customer count): this measures 

the customers spending habits in the 
café operation and is a good indica-
tor of affordability for your targeted 
visitor. Certainly a table service 
restaurant in an art museum will 
likely have a higher check average 
than a self-service café in a chil-
dren’s museum. However, we typi-
cally find that self-service café 

check averages range from 
$5.00 to $10.00 and table 
service cafés range from 
$10.00 to $20.00. What is 
most important is to know 
where you want your institu-
tion to fall on that scale, and 
then watch the trends. An 
increasing check average is 
not always a good sign if 
participation is dropping at 
the same time. This could 
indicate that the café menu is 
overpriced and driving your 
visitors to other options. 

 

3. Percapita Spending (café sales ÷ 
visitor attendance): this is a hybrid 
of the first two and with one look 
can tell you if your visitors are using 

the foodservice facilities and what 
their spending habits are. Per-
capita benchmarks vary widely by 
type of institution so it is most 
important to track your specific 
trend of this important measure-
ment. Trending up indicates posi-
tive response by your visitors; 
trending down indicates you 
should call Manask & Associates! 

  

So why are these “key indicators” 
important? If you monitor and help 
influence positive trends with these 
indicators, earned income will 
likely grow as a result! � 

Key Indicators 
Three Benchmarks Every Director Should Know 

By: Robert D. Schwartz 
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Return Service Requested 

Increased Earned Income 
from Denver Zoo’s Award-Winning Guest Experience  

T he Denver Zoo recently won the 
prestigious Association of Zoos 

and Aquariums (AZA) “Exhibit of the  
Year Award” for its Predator Ridge 
exhibit and entrance complex.  One 
judge on the AZA Honors & Awards 
Committee commented that the entry 
sequence is one of the best that he has 
seen.  “We are honored to receive this 
award.  Predator Ridge provides up-
close views of animals found at the 
Samburu National Reserve in Kenya,” 
said Denver Zoological Foundation 
President and CEO Clayton Freiheit. 
 The eight-acre project including 
11,000 square-foot entry plaza creates 
an African safari experience. 
 The plaza features the Janus Gate-
way Center, a 15,000 square-foot 
building containing the 5,000 square-
foot Kibongi Market gift shop, execu-

tive offices and public restrooms.  The 
project was completed in June of 2004 
after three years of planning, 18 
months of construction, and 27 million 
dollars. 
 Craig Piper, then Vice President of 
Planning, and now Chief Operating 
Officer for the Zoo, said the design 
team tried to create a sense of adven-
ture by creating a transparent, seam-
less entry sequence that starts at the 
street.  Like the entrance, the goal was 
to make the gift shop transparent and 
inviting to Zoo guests. 
 “Also, the land available for the 
building’s footprint would not accom-
modate the full shop on one floor, 
which would have been preferred by 
the entire team.  As a result, the Den-
ver Zoo and concessions team had to 
develop creative ways to make it easy 

and inviting for guests to explore a 
shop with a main floor and an open 
second floor mezzanine,” he said. 
 K-M Concessions’ (who operates 
the food and gift concessions at the 
Zoo) regional vice president, Kevin 
Jones, said the gift shop design repre-
sents a new trend where customers 
don’t have to enter the Zoo to shop.  
This flexibility has also increased 
sales and the holidays.  “We also 
needed to develop an appropriately 
sized and themed retail shop,” he 
added.  The shop also includes a cof-
fee counter specializing in hand-
crafted fudge, coffee drinks and gour-
met snack foods. 
 The planning and execution efforts 
have been successful, as during the 
first two years, gift shop revenue in-
creased over 62%.  � 
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