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Surely you’ve had days when you arrive 10 minutes early, walk into 

the restaurant and immediately, without so much as lifting a pencil, 

find yourself already an hour or two behind because of the lousy 

close during the previous shift. 

What’s more, you know, as the day wears on, you’re going to uncover 

other issues, keeping you there even longer. 

Sound familiar? 

It’s easy for one manager or several employees to overlook key tasks 

required for a successful close — and a successful close means a suc-

cessful opening the following day. 

What you need is a system of well-defined checks and balances to 

address the tasks. You need to adopt a “close-to-open” philosophy. 

Like the other steps to getting a life, all it takes is analysis, commit-

ment, communication and consistent follow-through.

Analysis
List each job position by category and add one for management. Then 

look at tasks that would make the following shift’s opening easier. 

Ask yourself: “If an employee fails to report, which tasks in his or her 

position could already be done for a smooth open.”
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As an example, review the following close-to-open task lists. When 

developing your own, tailor each bulleted point to the needs of your 

operation. Keep in mind that close-to-open refers to the closing of 

one shift to assist the opening of the next, not necessarily the closing 

of the restaurant each night.

Dishwasher Close-to-Open Tasks 
•	 Clean the dish pass-over area, wipe down all stainless, run all 

glass racks through and replace with clean empty racks. 

•	 If there are late tables, don’t pile up dirty dishes into bus tubs. 
Set up the decoy (“dummy”) plate system, empty out the tubs 
and store them.

•	 Put any leftover glassware in racks ready to be washed. 

•	 Consolidate trash cans and place at least one empty can at the 
dish area ready for the next shift. Wrap up the dirty linen bag 
and replace it with a clean, empty linen bag.

•	 Thoroughly clean the dish machine and its tank. Refill with 
clean water, so it’s ready to use. Clean tank water will cover 
the heating elements and won’t hurt the stainless tank.

•	 Replace any floor mats after the floors and mats have been 
cleaned.

•	 Place a backup soap canister next to the machine ready for 
the next shift.
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Host Area Close-to-Open Tasks
•	 Floor plan and server stations assigned for next shift.

•	 Clean next shift’s menus. Have inserts in place and ready to go.

•	 Complete reservation sheets or book for the next shift. All 
large parties planned.

Server Close-to-Open Tasks 
•	 Clean, organize and set tables and floor areas for next shift.

•	 Adjust lighting for next shift, if necessary.

•	 Pull together and set up tables in preparation for large parties.

•	 Prep server food items to par level for the next shift.

•	 Restock any side items such as condiments, to-go boxes, etc., 
as needed for the next shift.

Bartender and Cocktail Server Close-to-Open Tasks
•	 Fill liquor requisition and restock all liquor, beer, and wine items 

at the end of every shift.

•	 Prepare mixes and juices to established par levels for the next 
shift.

•	 Never leave a delivery on the floor in the liquor room for 
someone else. Store it before leaving.

•	 Prepare drink garnishes for the next shif t and store in 
refrigeration.

•	 Clean all tables, chairs and floors in preparation for the next 
shift.
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Cooks Close-to-Open Tasks
•	 Store all china properly. Nothing should be stored at dish 

area.

•	 Clean cold food boxes and steam tables. Set with correct, clean 
insert pans, including portioning utensils.

•	 Replace kitchen towels with clean ones.

•	 Break down, clean and reassemble all necessary equipment for 
the next shift.

•	 Post a list of large reservations with the time, number in party 
and menu items, if available.

Food Prepper Close-to-Open Tasks
•	 Clean towels, knives, cutting boards, knife sharpeners and 

sanitize solution out, organized, and ready to go.

•	 Next shift’s prep sheets complete and accurate with any shift 
priority items noted or highlighted.

•	 If open for lunch, prep items with extended shelf lives the day 
before so they’re never a priority on the day they would be 
needed.

Manager Close-to-Open Tasks
•	 Check schedules for the next shift and next day. Fill holes before 

they create problems.

•	 Follow up on all employees’ close-to-open responsibilities. Be 
sure everyone is completing required tasks.

•	 Organize all financial reports for review and posting.
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•	 Ensure orders are prepared and ready to be called in.

•	 Handle out-of-stock items.

•	 Organize and clean the of f ice. Empty trash, clear of f 
counters.

•	 Complete the manager’s communication log.

Ignoring close-to-open will have a negative impact on the environ-

ment you’re responsible for creating. After all, it’s demoralizing for 

any employee to feel he or she is cleaning up someone else’s mess, 

doing someone else’s job.

A key to the philosophy’s success is the consistency with which it’s 

executed. You and your employees must follow through on individual 

responsibilities every shift. If one dishwasher is allowed to skate one 

shift, it will encourage the next person to skate on something else, 

causing the system to break down. The typical excuse: “It wasn’t set 

up for me!”

Communication and follow-through from employee to employee and 

from manager to manager must occur regularly. Any items that get 

missed, no matter how small, must be addressed. 

The critical steps to getting this process under way are:

•	 Getting the close-to-open tasks down on paper.

•	 Involving employees in the creation of the standardized 
system. 
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•	 Explaining the benefits to the staff. 

•	 Walking the next shift manager through the entire restaurant, 
discussing the current shift and reviewing expectations for the 
next shift.

•	 Following up on everyone’s close-to-open tasks.

Constant and consistent follow-up will lead to permanent, positive 

behavior changes from your managers and your hourly employees. 

You’ve installed a series of checks and balances. As employees pick 

up and complete tasks they are responsible for, you’ll never enter the 

restaurant facing surprises due to the previous shift’s shortcomings.
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