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CHAPTER 01

Why Operations Break

Most operators think their biggest problem is people. Wrong hire on the floor. Manager who cannot

hold the team. Staff who do not care enough. The conversation in almost every struggling operation

eventually lands here - if we just had better people, things would run. That framing is wrong. And it is

expensive to keep believing it.

I have worked across operations running thousands of meals a day. Different teams, different cities,

different ownership structures. The problems that keep showing up are almost never about the quality

of the people. They are about what is - or is not - controlling the work.

Here is what actually happens in a people-dependent operation: A strong manager arrives. Things

tighten up. Food cost drops, output becomes consistent, the team runs cleaner. Leadership notices

and promotes that manager. Or they leave for a better offer. Or they burn out. The moment they are

gone, everything loosens again. Within weeks the operation is back where it started - and leadership

calls it a people problem. It is not. It is a systems problem that a strong person was temporarily hiding.

The People Trap

The people trap works like this: when an operation has no real structure, it fills the gap with human

effort. Someone stays late to chase the numbers. Someone covers three stations because the system

does not define ownership clearly. Someone holds the whole thing in their head because nothing is

written down. This works - until it does not. And it always eventually does not.

The trap is seductive because it feels like success. The operation runs. Meals go out. Costs stay

manageable. But none of it is repeatable because none of it is structural. It is personal. It lives in one

person's habits, their relationships, their memory. You do not have an operation. You have a

dependency.

"Operations do not fail because of people. They fail when

nothing is controlling the work."
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What Structure Actually Does

Structure does not replace people. It makes people effective regardless of who they are. A

well-structured operation runs at roughly the same standard whether your best manager is on shift or a

competent but unremarkable one is. Not because everyone is interchangeable - they are not - but

because the system defines what needs to happen, who owns it, and what it looks like when it is done

correctly.

The goal is not to remove human judgment from operations. It is to make human judgment available for

the decisions that actually require it, instead of burning it on decisions the system should already have

made.

The Four Places Operations Break

WHERE OPERATIONS BREAK

• Ownership gaps - Work that nobody clearly owns gets done inconsistently or not at all. This is where

food cost leaks, where handoffs fail, where 'I thought someone else handled that' lives.

• No repeatable process - When the method for doing something lives in someone's head rather than

in documentation, the output varies with the person. Consistency is impossible without a repeatable

process.

• Invisible performance - When there is no reporting that reflects what is actually happening on the

floor, problems compound silently. By the time they surface, they are expensive.

• Standards that exist on paper only - An SOP nobody follows is not a standard. It is a document. The

gap between what leadership thinks is happening and what is actually happening on the floor is where

margin disappears.

The rest of this playbook addresses each of these directly. Not in theory - with the actual frameworks

and structures that hold under real volume, real pressure, and real consequences.
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CHAPTER 02

Food Cost Is a Systems Problem

Food cost is the number that gets the most attention and the least structural thinking. Most operators

treat food cost as a financial problem. They watch the percentage, react when it moves, look for

somewhere to cut, and repeat the cycle. The number drifts back up within weeks. The conversation

happens again next month.

This is the wrong frame entirely. Food cost is not a financial problem. It is a systems problem. The

financial number is just where you see it - the cause is upstream, in how production is planned, how

waste is tracked, and how portion control is enforced.

"Fix the system. The number follows."

Why Food Cost Drifts

THE FOUR CAUSES OF FOOD COST DRIFT

• Production is not planned against actual demand - Teams prep to habit or gut feel rather than

projected covers. Overproduction becomes waste. Underproduction creates substitutions that cost

more per portion.

• Waste is not tracked at the point of occurrence - By the time it shows up in the weekly report it is

already gone. Invisible waste compounds.

• Portion control is inconsistent across shifts and sites - A portion that varies by 10% per plate across

500 covers a day is tens of thousands of dollars annually.

• Ordering is reactive rather than systematic - Without par levels tied to production data, purchasing

decisions are made by whoever places the order that day - conservatively, which means over-ordering,

which means waste.

The Three Levers
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There are three levers that actually move food cost. Not cutting supplier prices. Not reducing portion

size. These:

Production planning tied to volume data. Every kitchen should have a production plan for every service

- not a rough idea, an actual plan. Covers projected. Prep quantities calculated from a recipe-based

yield, not from memory. When I rebuilt production planning in one operation running 8,000+ meals a

day, food cost moved from around 53% into a range leadership could trust within six months. The

ingredients did not change. The planning did.

Waste tracking at the point of occurrence. Waste needs to be logged where it happens - not estimated

at end of day. At the point of occurrence, by the person generating it, with a category: prep waste,

spoilage, overproduction, plate return. This gives you real data on where cost is leaking - and it creates

accountability at the floor level.

Portion control enforced through tools, not trust. Scales. Portioning scoops. Ladles sized to the recipe.

Plating guides posted at the pass. Portion control cannot be a verbal instruction - it has to be built into

the physical setup of the station. If the tool is not there, the portion will vary.

The Supplier Conversation

Most operators reach for supplier renegotiation as the first response to high food cost. It is usually the

wrong first move. Renegotiating prices while your production and waste systems are broken is like

fixing a leak with better water. The structural problem remains. Renegotiate after your systems are

tight. When you can show a supplier consistent, predictable volume with accurate ordering data, you

negotiate from strength.

What Good Looks Like

Every service has a production plan created the day before, based on projected covers, signed off by

the manager on duty. Waste is logged in real time at the pass. Portion tools are at every station and

checked during pre-service setup. Weekly food cost is reviewed against theoretical cost - the gap tells

you exactly where the system is leaking. The number is not a surprise. It is a result you can explain,

trace, and adjust.
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CHAPTER 03

Ownership Without Oversight

The most expensive management style in food service is constant supervision. If your managers spend

their shifts following up on things that should already be done, checking work that should already be

checked, and correcting problems that should never have occurred - the operation is running on

oversight, not ownership.

Oversight is exhausting and it does not scale. Every location you add requires another layer of it. Every

manager who leaves takes their oversight capacity with them. Ownership is different. You can build an

operation on ownership. You cannot build a scalable one on oversight.

"You do not have an operation. You have a dependency."

Why Ownership Fails

THREE REASONS OWNERSHIP FAILS

• It was never clearly defined - 'Manage the kitchen' is not ownership. 'Own food cost for this site,

report weekly against target, flag variances over 2% within 24 hours' is ownership. The difference is

specificity.

• The standard was never established - You cannot own something if you do not know what success

looks like. Ownership requires a clear definition of what done means.

• There are no consequences for the gap - If ownership without follow-through looks the same as

ownership with it, the system has no teeth.

Building the Ownership Framework

The ownership framework I use across multi-site operations has three components:
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Accountability map. A simple document - one page per site - that lists every critical function and names

one person responsible for it. Not a team. One person. Food cost: name. Inventory: name. Scheduling:

name. When something goes wrong, there is no ambiguity about who owns the resolution.

Standard definition. For each item on the accountability map, there is a written definition of what good

looks like. Not a paragraph - a specific, observable standard. 'Inventory count completed every Monday

before 9am, submitted to the ops system by 10am, variances over $200 escalated same day.' That is a

standard. 'Keep inventory in order' is not.

Review cadence. Ownership without a review cadence is just intention. Weekly for site managers.

Bi-weekly across sites. Monthly for the full P&L.; The format does not matter as much as the

consistency - it happens on schedule, numbers are shared, gaps are discussed, and next steps are

named before the meeting ends.

What Happens When the Key Person Leaves

In an oversight-dependent operation: things immediately get worse. The new manager does not know

what their predecessor knew. Standards slip because they were never written down. In a

system-owned operation: the accountability map tells the new manager what they own. The standard

definitions tell them what good looks like. The review cadence pulls them into accountability

immediately.

Build for the exit before it happens. It always happens.
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CHAPTER 04

Making Standards Stick Across Sites

One site runs clean. Another does not. Same menu. Same supplier. Similar team size. But the output is

different - food cost is higher, consistency is lower, complaints come from one location more than the

others. Leadership treats it like a location problem or a personnel problem. It is almost never either. It is

a standards problem.

Why Standards Drift

FOUR REASONS STANDARDS DRIFT

• The standard was communicated once and never reinforced - A training session, a document sent by

email - and then nothing. Without ongoing reinforcement, standards revert to whatever is easiest.

• The standard was written for one site and assumed to transfer - What works in one kitchen layout

does not always transfer to another.

• There is no measurement - A standard without measurement is a suggestion. If no one is checking,

no one knows whether it is being met.

• The manager interprets rather than implements - When a standard is not specific enough, managers

fill the gaps with their own judgment. Each site runs a slightly different version.

Locking One Standard Across Multiple Sites

Write it to the floor, not to the office. A standard document written in management language does not

help a prep cook at 6am. Write the standard in the language of the person executing it. Specific steps.

Specific quantities. Specific timing. If the person reading it has to interpret, the standard is not finished.

"A standard document written in management language does

not help a prep cook at 6am."
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Test it at every site before you call it standard. Before rolling out across multiple locations, pilot at one

site. Find the gaps. Find where the physical layout or team structure creates friction with the written

process. Fix it. Then roll it.

Train to the standard, not to the job. Most training covers what to do. Standard-based training covers

what to do, what done looks like, and what to do when it is not done correctly. The third part is the one

most training skips.

Audit regularly and share the results. A monthly standards audit at each site - scored against the same

criteria - surfaces drift before it compounds and creates visibility across sites. When site managers see

each other's scores, standards become a shared conversation rather than a top-down mandate.

When a Site Persistently Underperforms

If one site consistently runs below standard despite having the same systems and training, look at

three places before assuming a people problem: Physical setup - is the kitchen layout creating friction

the standard does not account for? Volume mismatch - is the production planning calibrated to this

site's actual volume? Management gap - not a bad manager, but a manager who has not been shown

what the standard looks like in practice.
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CHAPTER 05

Reporting That Ends Arguments

Most operations have reporting. Most of that reporting does not work. It exists. Numbers are collected.

Spreadsheets are filled. Reports are sent. And then every Monday morning, or every month-end

review, there is still an argument about what the numbers mean, why the cost moved, or whether the

data is even accurate. The reporting is not doing its job.

Why Most Reporting Fails

FOUR REASONS REPORTING FAILS

• It measures what is easy to collect, not what drives the business - Labor hours are easy to pull. Labor

efficiency against volume is harder. Most reports show the former.

• It looks backward without creating forward action - A food cost report with no variance analysis and

no named owner for the gap is a historical document. It cannot drive a decision.

• It is not trusted - When the numbers on a report do not match what managers see on the floor, they

stop trusting it. Once trust is gone, the report is ignored.

• It requires interpretation that varies by reader - Different people reach different conclusions. That is

where the arguments come from.

What Good Reporting Looks Like

Good reporting has four characteristics: It is tied to the floor - traceable to real events, not estimated. It

shows variance, not just performance - a food cost of 31% means nothing without context. A 3%

variance pointing to overproduction on two product lines is actionable. It has one owner per line - one

person who owns that number, explains the variance, and names the corrective action. And it drives

the weekly conversation - the report is the agenda.

The KPI Set That Actually Matters
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FIVE KPIS THAT DRIVE REAL DECISIONS

• Food cost percentage vs. theoretical - The gap between what you spent and what you should have

spent. This is where waste, over-ordering, and portion drift show up.

• Labor percentage vs. volume - Hours worked against the covers or meals produced. Efficiency, not

just cost.

• Waste by category - Prep waste, spoilage, overproduction, plate returns. Tracked separately because

they have different causes and different fixes.

• Site-versus-site variance - The same metrics compared across locations. Where one site consistently

outperforms or underperforms is where you focus.

• Inventory variance - Theoretical inventory vs. physical count. The gap tells you what cannot be

explained by sales.

"Consistency of use matters more than sophistication of tool."

The dashboard does not need to be sophisticated. It needs to be consistent, trusted, and used. Start

with a spreadsheet if that is what you have. One tab per site. The same structure on every tab.

Populated on the same schedule every week. Reviewed in the same meeting every week. A simple

spreadsheet reviewed every Monday drives more operational improvement than a complex system

nobody opens.

When the reporting is trusted and the cadence is consistent, the arguments stop. Not because people

agree on everything - but because the data is shared, the variance is visible, and the owner of each

gap is named. That is what good reporting produces: not harmony, but clarity.
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CHAPTER 06

The Handoff

Everything in this playbook leads to one test. Can the operation run without you? Not forever, not on its

own, not without any management - but can it hold its standard when you are not in it daily? Can a new

manager step into a site and understand what is expected? Can leadership see what is happening

without calling someone on the floor? If the answer is no, the work is not done.

What the Handoff Actually Means

The handoff is not a moment. It is a condition - the state an operation reaches when the systems are

strong enough to sustain without the person who built them. Most operators never get there. Not

because the systems are not good enough, but because they never design for it. Every location you

add multiplies the oversight load if you have not built for independence. Designing for the handoff from

the beginning changes how you build everything.

The Four Conditions for a Real Handoff

FOUR CONDITIONS FOR A REAL HANDOFF

• Documentation covers critical processes - Not every process - the critical ones. A new manager

should be able to find the SOP for any critical process within five minutes.

• Reporting runs without the builder - The weekly reporting cadence does not depend on one person to

pull and distribute it. The process runs on schedule regardless of who is available.

• The accountability map is lived, not filed - Ownership of every critical function is visibly in use in

weekly conversations, named when something goes wrong, updated when roles change.

• Performance is visible without being on-site - Leadership can look at a dashboard and understand

what is happening at any site without calling a manager or walking the floor.

"If you need to be present to know how things are running, you

have not built visibility into the system."
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The New Manager Test

Put a competent but unfamiliar manager into a site with no briefing from you beyond what exists in the

system. Give them the accountability map, the SOPs, the reporting structure, and the review cadence.

Come back in two weeks. If the operation held roughly to standard - not perfectly, but structurally - the

systems are real. If it collapsed without your knowledge in the room, the systems were not systems.

They were you.

From Operation to Software

The systems in this playbook are the foundation of everything built through XenoSoft Solutions. Not as

inspiration - as direct translation. The production planning frameworks, the ownership structures, the

reporting logic - these are the systems that held under real volume in real operations, rebuilt as tools

that other operators can use without starting from scratch.

The handoff described in this chapter is the same handoff that happens when a proven operational

system becomes a software product. The knowledge stops living in one person or one operation. It

becomes repeatable at scale. Build the structure. Make it hold. Make it transferable. Operations do not

fail because of people. They fail when nothing is controlling the work. When the structure is there, the

work controls itself.



THE MULTI-SITE OPERATIONS PLAYBOOK Willie Joseph

williejoseph.co 15 xenosoftsolutions.com

THE STRUCTURE IS THERE.

The Systems Are Proven.

Willie Joseph is a multi-site food service operations consultant based in the Cayman Islands, operating

across 14 locations and 8,000+ meals per day. He builds the systems that hold when scale arrives -

and when they are proven, they ship as software through XenoSoft Solutions.

To work with Willie directly: willie@williejoseph.co

To explore XenoSoft: xenosoftsolutions.com

williejoseph.co


