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Winter is coming 
Historically, winter is a time for slower restaurant sales.  
In recent winters past, restaurant traffic in January is  
6% lower than the average month and 11% lower than  
the peak month of June.1 

The cold weather and hectic holiday season often 
combine for a seasonal sales slump. And with the 
continued challenge of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
restaurants are not just facing a typical winter slowdown. 
Outdoor dining, socially-distanced tables, and 
masked waitstaff have become the norm as operators 
continuously adapt to changes in consumer dining  
habits, as well as local and national regulations. 

And while vaccinations have changed the course of 
the pandemic, restaurants all over the country have 
adapted differently. Some cities, like New York City and 
San Francisco,2 require all customers to show proof of 
vaccine for indoor dining, while some restaurants choose 
to require it on their own. For diners who prefer to eat 
outdoors, restaurants need a carefully-planned strategy 
— one that keeps guests warm, customers and staff safe, 
and kitchens humming no matter the weather. 

From assessing your menu to rethinking your restaurant 
layout to modifying your marketing strategy, this guide 
will help you prepare your restaurant for winter and set 
your business up for success in the months ahead. 

INTRODUCTION

Restaurant traffic in January 
is 6% lower than the average 
month and 11% lower than  
the peak month of June.

January June

Monthly
average
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As the seasons change, it’s important to 
think about what new experiences you 
can provide diners — including what you’re 
offering and how you’re offering it. Whether 
it’s changing your food menu or creating a 
mini-marketplace, there are many creative 
ways you can make an impact.

In this chapter, you’ll learn new ways to 
reach your customer base that fit within 
your existing business model.

Menu 
planning
Modify your food and  
service for winter dining
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Lean into comfort foods
As the weather gets chilly, more consumers are turning to packaged goods and 
items that feed nostalgia and remind them of simpler times. For your seasonal 
menu offerings, consider incorporating comforting dishes — whether that’s 
matzo ball soup, mac n’ cheese, or chicken pot pie. 

Think seasonally
The arrival of winter signals different flavors and cuisines: warmer dishes, complex 
spices, and heartier options. Swap out your summer fare for cold weather-
appropriate meals. For instance, if you typically offer salads, transition to soups 
and stews that are sure to sell in colder months. Here’s how Happy Bowls, a 
restaurant based in New York City, approaches their winter menu: “At Happy 
Bowls, we strive to provide the most tasty and delicious bowls year-round. We’re 
known for our acai and pitaya bowls, so during the colder winter days we like to 
highlight our hot food options. Thus, we create specials to promote options such 
as poke bowls, oatmeals, toasts, and our unique soups.”

Offer meal kits
Despite restaurants being open for dining, meal kits continued to rise in popularity 
in 20213 as people are becoming more confident cooking at home. Make available 
for purchase pre-packaged ingredients customers can use to recreate a favorite 
pizza or pasta your restaurant is known for, in the comfort of their own kitchens.

Cater holiday parties home or in the office
Holiday celebrations are more important than ever, and this year will likely see a 
mix of virtual and in-person holiday gatherings. Introduce a limited-availability 
catering menu surrounding key winter holidays. Establish a pre-order system 
and promote it in advance so customers can reserve their meals and celebrate 
with the ones they love.

Developing your 
menu for winter
The winter season calls for thinking outside 
of the box. Recognize that some customers 
are still not comfortable dining indoors, 
which means you may not be able to rely on 
dine-in guests alone to sustain sales.
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Supersize your menu for families 
With many parents still working from home alongside their children, families 
are looking for no-stress options for daily meals. Adding a family-size option 
for takeout meals can help you cater to parents who need a convenient way to 
feed their families. Offer a deal that includes a shareable entree and several side 
dishes, or easy group ordering options that allow each family member to choose 
their own meal.

Package handy pantry staples and provisions
Help customers recreate restaurant-quality dishes at home by offering retail items. 
Bottle and sell sauces, salsas, pasta, and spices in-store and on delivery platforms. 
You can even sell these products through DashMart, DoorDash’s convenience 
store platform that delivers grocery and convenience items to customers.

Sell seasonal alcoholic beverages
Irish coffee, mulled wine, spiced cider, and hot toddies are all festive nods to the 
winter season. These offerings can make your restaurant stand out to customers 
who are looking to quench their thirst. And while many bars and restaurants are 
open indoors, to-go cocktails appear to be here to stay in some states.4 Learn 
your area’s alcohol regulations, then consider adding to-go alcohol to your 
delivery menu through DoorDash.

Strategically highlight menu items with high profit margins
With widespread supply chain shortages likely to persist for the foreseeable 
future, it’s important to monitor your menu profitability so you can make informed 
decisions about whether to raise prices, launch promotions, or swap out dishes 
for simpler alternatives. Look at best-selling items with a food cost of about 30% 
and a profit margin of about 70%. If you can produce parmesan garlic fries for 
$2-3 and sell them for $10, you’re making big gains from an add-on item that 
customers love.

Updating your menu also gives you an opportunity to re-engage customers.  
Be sure to alert diners via email, social media, and other channels to drive excitement 
about seasonal items. In chapter 5, we’ll cover how to promote your winter specials, 
promotions, and services to maximize sales. 
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Think big: expanding 
into virtual kitchens
While restaurants are open, some guests might still feel unsure 
about dining indoors (or just prefer a cozy night at home by the 
fireplace). Have you considered that you may be able to open 
a second restaurant using your existing operations? The rise of 
technology platforms like DoorDash has enabled new delivery-
only restaurants to operate out of commercial kitchens without 
the costs of hiring new staff or opening a second location. 

DoorDash offers fast, low-investment ways to expand to new markets with delivery-focused 
business models:

License your brand
License your brand to have 
DoorDash operate a delivery-
focused concept in one of our 
kitchens. You provide the brand 
and menu, and we handle the 
rest — including hiring staff, 
buying ingredients, preparing 
dishes, operating the kitchen, and 
facilitating deliveries — in exchange 
for a percentage of sales.

Launch a virtual brand
Drive incremental sales by 
launching a delivery-only virtual 
restaurant brand on DoorDash 
using your existing kitchen and 
staff. Enjoy a flexible business 
model that adds a new revenue 
stream without increasing your 
operational costs.

Ship items nationwide
Reach customers in new markets 
by partnering with DoorDash to 
ship your most beloved menu items 
across the contiguous U.S. Choose 
the shipping model that best fits 
your needs, then enjoy a high-margin 
revenue stream and increased brand 
visibility — supported by DoorDash’s 
streamlined shipping operations.

Rent a virtual kitchen
Join one of DoorDash Kitchens’ 
multi-operator kitchen facilities to 
expand your delivery area without the 
costs of opening a new brick-and-
mortar location. You pay a kitchen 
fee and use your staff, equipment, 
and ingredients — while DoorDash 
provides facility maintenance, 
front-of-house service, operational 
support, and marketing.
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Now you understand the nuances of these delivery-focused business models. But 
you may be wondering: why set up a restaurant concept focused on convenience 
over in-person customer interactions? 

For starters, you can grow your restaurant’s geographical footprint more profitably 
and with less financial risk. In addition, delivery is here to stay. 

77%
of customers have 
increased their 
use of third-party 
delivery platforms

77% of consumers have increased their use 
of third-party delivery platforms, and 66% of 
consumers have used delivery to order from a 
restaurant they would not have otherwise tried.5

As you shape your delivery-focused restaurant 
strategy, use the following checklist to pin down 
your concept.
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Choose a focus that fits with your existing restaurant
You’re not reinventing the wheel — you’re building a business out of one you 
already have. Choose a theme or concept that fits with your current focus. If 
you offer burgers, open a virtual wing shop. If you’re an ice cream shop, offer a 
virtual “cakery” (cake bakery). If you operate an upscale farm-to-table dinner 
restaurant, build an afternoon cafe to serve brunch fare. 

Think about what’s popular this winter
Winter is a time for heartier, hotter, home-cooked meals. Especially in cold-
weather locales, items like soups and stews, pasta dishes, fried chicken 
sandwiches, and curries are in demand. These items are all good bets to 
introduce through your delivery-focused restaurant.

Identify a market gap in your area
Does your neighborhood need a late-night restaurant? Or an early morning 
eatery? Perhaps there are plenty of Mexican restaurants in your area, but no 
one has opened a Cuban joint yet. Identify what’s missing — and what could 
perform well based on the interests of your community.

Opening a delivery-focused restaurant
CHECKLIST
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Get your logistics handled
To operate a successful delivery-focused business, you need a high-visibility 
partner to help you reach customers, quickly fulfill deliveries, and provide 
seamless setup. With a wealth of resources and one of the largest market 
shares in the U.S., DoorDash is the go-to technology platform to facilitate your 
delivery-focused business.

Once you decide on a concept and find your niche, you’re ready to serve up steady 
delivery business all winter long. To optimize your existing kitchen for delivery and dine-
in operations, consider updating your floor plan and layout. 

Focus on high-margin items
Increasing your margins is all about reducing the costs of making your food. 
Focus your delivery menu around items that are popular and profitable to ensure 
a return on investment for your new concept.
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In years past, winter dining meant 
escaping from the cold. But during 
COVID-19, many states and cities have 
extended their outdoor dining setups 
and permits into the winter to safely 
accommodate restaurant guests.

As operators across the world 
transformed short-term reopening 
solutions into permanent fixtures, many 
still have concerns about the cold 
weather. Here are a few tips for ensuring 
your restaurant’s outdoor space is clean, 
cozy, and comfortable this winter. 

Winter dining 
logistics
Position your restaurant  
for outdoor dining
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Book Now

Get a reservation system  
up and running
Does your restaurant currently take 
reservations? Adopting a reservation system 
that sets clear expectations for how long 
customers can stay at a table is a good way 
to optimize your dining capacity. Reservation 
booking tools like Resy and OpenTable help 
ensure you’re meeting maximum capacity 
without overbooking your space this season — 
especially as waiting outside for tables becomes 
less appealing in cold temperatures.

Keep safety at the forefront
As outdoor dining endures, ensuring you stay  
up-to-date with the latest safety precautions  
is essential. 

While some states already require proof of 
vaccination for indoor dining, you can also provide 
hand sanitizer and masks for guests that may 
have forgotten theirs at home. Place these at your 
hostess desk, quick-service counter, or anywhere 
else at the entrance of your restaurant — and you 
can even turn them into a marketing opportunity 
by offering personal protective equipment (PPE) 
branded with your logo. Consider also establishing 
a signage system to identify clean and dirty tables. 
That way, customers won’t sit down anywhere that 
hasn’t been sanitized — and staff knows at a glance 
which tables to clean next. 

And once guests see you’re maintaining 
proper health standards, they’ll feel even more 
comfortable coming back.

12Winter dining logistics •



Of course, whether you settle on lavish igloos, cozy fire tables, or traditional heat 
lamps, COVID-19 prevention comes with cold and flu prevention. As you prepare your 
restaurant for winter, you may want to consider installing air purifiers or iWave filters to 
prevent the spread of germs both indoors and out.

Schedule an HVAC inspection
Winter means turning up the heat. Plus, great 
ventilation is one of the biggest ways to prevent 
the spread of COVID-19.7 To make sure your HVAC 
system is in working order for the winter (and to 
ensure you’re complying with all industry, safety, 
and building requirements), schedule a check-up 
for your heating, ventilation, and air conditioning 
equipment. Planning for this appointment well 
ahead of the winter months can help you skip any 
wait times at peak inspection season.

Stock up on essential equipment
If your restaurant is in wintery areas like the 
Northeast or Midwest, relying on outdoor diners 
to dress warmly won’t be enough. 

Purchase equipment like outdoor heaters, heat 
lamps, and electric fire tables to elevate your 
restaurant’s outdoor dining aesthetic while 
keeping guests comfortable. Xtremepower, 
Golden Flame, authenTEAK, and Outland Living 
are some of the most popular brands for patio 
heaters and fire tables. You can also consider 
outdoor tents — or even heated igloos. 

Last year, multiple New York restaurants set 
up “igloos” to keep parties distanced and heat 
contained in a festive fashion.
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COVID-19 has left the dining landscape 
continuously evolving — and many 
customers are unsure about policies and 
procedures. That means restaurants are 
adapting their customer service protocols 
to accommodate a wider range of needs. 

Implement the following customer service 
changes to provide the most enjoyable 
and safe guest experience possible.

Customer  
service
Provide exemplary  
customer service
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Manage crowds and wait times in the cold
In warm weather, customers can easily stand outside your 
restaurant or take a walk while waiting for their table. But as 
temperatures drop, they’ll be more inclined to huddle in your 
dining room foyer. Take steps to avoid overcrowding inside 
and allow for the flow of car and foot traffic outside of your 
doors. Use the following tips to manage crowding, cut down 
wait times, and provide a superb customer experience.

Optimize your indoor  
and outdoor layout
Survey your restaurant to identify 
bottlenecks or inefficient use of space. 
If you’ve moved your host stand outside 
to accommodate outdoor diners, move 
the stand just inside your doors so there’s 
more space for waiting customers on the 
sidewalk. Need to add additional heaters 
for the cold? Look for an overhead option 
rather than something that takes up floor 
space. Designate areas for customers to 
wait with tape or stickers to avoid crowding.

Designate a to-go section that’s 
separate from your dining entrance
Customers and Dashers need to collect 
their off-premise orders quickly. The sooner 
you can give them food, the sooner they 
will be on their way. 

Designate a separate entrance, side 
window, or counter space to hand off 
pickup and delivery orders, and be sure to 
include any specific pickup instructions for 
Dashers in the DoorDash Merchant Portal.

PICKUP
ORDER
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Ensure ample parking spaces  
for curbside orders
Many restaurants and stores are still 
offering curbside pickup even as indoor 
options are available. If you’re located 
in an area where cars are the primary 
means of transport, it’s worth designating 
parking spaces specifically for your 
curbside pickup customers so they can 
quickly grab their orders and go. 

Paint curbside markings on the ground 
or set up freestanding signs to designate 
spaces for customers.

Add buffers to your reservations
Once you sign up for a reservation 
system like those mentioned in chapter 
2, encourage customers to pre-book 
their slot. You can limit seatings to a 
fixed time like 90 minutes to ensure 
you can accommodate multiple parties 
throughout the dining service. 

Schedule buffers between seatings to 
ensure there’s enough time to sanitize 
surfaces and prepare for the next party. 
This will help you better manage crowd 
control and better anticipate how many 
customers will arrive in a given day.

Keep your policies up to date online
Many customers today will research a 
restaurant’s COVID-19 policies before dining 
there. If you introduce a new policy, such 
as requiring proof of vaccination or limiting 
indoor dining capacity, update your website 
and social media with any relevant new 
protocols that must be followed.

Curbside
Parking

Book Now

Policy Update
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Design staff protocols  
for service and safety
Your loyal staff members have been with you through the 
ups and downs, and are willing to do what it takes to help 
your business thrive in any season. To maximize efficiency, 
keep productivity high, maintain staff safety, and provide 
five-star customer service, update your labor policies to fit 
the evolving landscape.

Designate food runners to bring customers their meals quickly.

Appoint health captains on your team to ensure customers and 
staff are following all applicable health protocols, such as using hand 
sanitizer and providing proof of vaccination if required.

Prepare for holiday staffing weeks ahead of time. Whether you’re 
operating on reduced hours or ramping up shifts, let your team know — 
and begin the hiring process for any seasonal personnel in advance.

Revise staff hours to account for prep work. Enlist a couple of team 
members to come in early and prepare ingredients so meals can be cooked 
and assembled quickly to help manage crowd levels. Provide all necessary 
PPE to all staff members so they can perform their job responsibilities safely.

Most importantly, don’t forget to acknowledge your staff and show your appreciation 
for them banding together during the continued uncertainty. Amidst today’s labor 
shortage, making employees feel safe and valued should be a top priority. Their support 
helps you provide a great customer experience and keeps diners coming back.
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Necessity breeds innovation. Businesses 
everywhere are discovering creative ways 
to thrive amid shifting market conditions, 
regulations, and changing consumer trends.

From outdoor dining to at-home cooking 
kits to enhanced takeout experiences, 
operators everywhere are finding ways 
to expand into new revenue streams and 
capitalize on customer preferences.

Business  
strategy
Expand into new  
revenue streams
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Convert your business model
If you’re operating with a skeleton staff, consider converting 
your shop (or an area of your shop) into more of a bodega 
or grocery store experience. Leverage your existing supply 
chain to sell the raw ingredients and prepared food items 
that your customers already know and love. By shifting 
your business model, even just temporarily, you can open 
up additional profits while maintaining the same supplier 
relationships. Consider selling through a third-party 
convenience store platform like DoorDash’s DashMart.

Grow your footprint with virtual expansion options
Choose a delivery-focused business model that works best 
for you. Operators who partner with DoorDash can receive 
incremental orders by licensing your brand, launching a 
virtual brand, renting space in DoorDash’s multi-operator 
kitchen facilities, or offering items for nationwide shipping.

Create meal kits for popular dishes
Many restaurants — from chain restaurants to higher-end 
establishments — have added variety to their usual takeout 
and delivery offerings by creating meal kits. Customers can 
purchase pre-packaged boxes with prepped ingredients 
and recipes in-person or online, then cook up gourmet 
dishes from the comfort (and safety) of their own home. 
By giving customers the joy of cooking a meal from one of 
their favorite restaurants, they can experience your food in 
a whole new way — while you create a new revenue stream. 
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Create branded merchandise
Customers love to represent their favorite brands and 
businesses. Selling a collection of t-shirts, beanies, 
buttons, and ball caps featuring your logo is one spirited 
way to cultivate brand loyalty and generate additional 
revenue. Don’t forget to promote your offerings in-store 
and on social media.

Launch your own online ordering system
It’s true: the majority of customers (especially younger ones) 
just don’t want to order over the phone. Launching your own 
commission-free online ordering system through DoorDash 
Storefront allows you to add pickup and delivery ordering to 
your own website. You can even customize your Storefront 
with your own logo, branding, and color scheme, then 
increase sales by promoting your online ordering system on 
your website and social channels.

Get started with delivery now
If you don’t offer delivery, now is the time to start. During 
the pandemic, off-premise dining became the leading 
way for restaurants to stay in business. But delivery and 
pickup are more than just a backup when dining-in wasn’t 
an option. In fact, people continue to order pickup and 
delivery now more than they were pre-pandemic – and 
46% say their habits won’t be changing anytime soon.7 In 
other words, pickup and delivery are no longer an add-on, 
but an integral business strategy for restaurants.

 We deliver with 
DoorDash
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The bottom line? If you haven’t selected a 
third-party solution to help you launch or 
multiply your off-premise orders, there’s no 
better time to do so. Here’s how to get started.

When it comes to expanding into more revenue streams, there are plenty of paths 
to explore — and plenty of profits to be made. Innovation comes in all forms, so don’t 
be afraid to experiment. Whether you opt for a new menu item or an entirely new 
service, your customers will appreciate a fresh idea and some newfound flexibility. 
All you need to ask yourself is: what’s next?

1

2

3

4

5

Evaluate potential third-party delivery partners. 
Ensure you manage the discovery phase with care — rather than just 
signing up for the first platform that approaches you — to make sure you 
choose the right service for your restaurant.

Start the signup and onboarding process as soon as possible. 
Once you’ve made your decision, don’t dilly-dally. It can take a few weeks 
to get fully activated on a third-party platform, so make sure to get ahead 
of the game while you can.

Give yourself a “ramp up” period for your team to adjust. 
Just like with any new venture, it can take some time to get into the swing 
of things. Keep in mind that it takes most restaurants a couple of weeks to 
settle into a rhythm with a new delivery offering.

Ensure your staff is properly trained in the process. 
It’s important to make sure that everyone is on board before you advertise 
your new delivery offerings to customers. This can prevent potential 
operational hiccups and ensure your team is equipped to handle a surge 
in orders.

Let customers know you’re up and running. 
Once you and your restaurant staff are ready, spread the word that your 
restaurant is available for delivery on your new platform — and start 
bringing in more business.
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The strategies in this guide are only 
effective if people know what’s going 
on at your restaurant. And while word-
of-mouth marketing and review sites 
are great for driving customers to your 
business, your own marketing strategy is 
crucial for spreading awareness. The good 
news: you don’t have to be a marketing 
guru or invest hundreds or thousands 
of dollars in an agency to implement an 
effective strategy. Below are some simple 
marketing boxes to check off as you 
prepare for the winter season.

Restaurant 
marketing
Create a strategy  
to spread the word

05



Go social
In tandem with your website, share updates on 
your social media pages — from current hours 
to your newest seasonal menu. Use your social 
channels to run special promotions, driving 
engagement and encouraging people to dine 
with you. Instagram enables you to embed 
an “Order food” button into your Stories so 
customers can easily place delivery orders. Find 
more social media tips in The Ultimate Guide to 
Restaurant Social Media Marketing.

Update your website
Ensure the most up-to-date information is on your home page and throughout your 
website. This will give customers peace of mind and cut down on the amount of 
phone calls and web inquiries you receive. Don’t forget to include basic information 
such as hours, location, reservations, online ordering, and social media channels.

77%
of customers look at a 
restaurant website before 
dining in or ordering out.10
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Restaurants near me

Update search engine platforms  
with accurate info
Customers are searching online for restaurants 
near them. Update and optimize your Google 
My Business, TripAdvisor, and Yelp page with 
your current hours, dining protocols, outdoor 
dining availability, reservations, takeout offerings, 
and other critical information that will help them 
confidently choose your restaurant. 

When there are so many other things to juggle, 
it’s tempting to stop focusing on your restaurant’s 
marketing strategy. However, the more you reach 
out and engage customers, the more your business 
will flourish during the winter months.

DoorDash reaches 85% of 
Americans and has a growing 
presence around the world. 
Just by joining the DoorDash 
marketplace, you’ll reach more 
customers in your area.

85%Promote your delivery offerings
Whether you’re new to delivery or an off-premise 
veteran, promote your takeout offerings across all of 
your marketing channels. DoorDash partners also 
receive in-store marketing kits with decals, stickers, 
and more that let your in-person diners know where 
to find you for delivery when the temperatures drop. 

You can also easily launch ads and promotions 
on DoorDash to boost your in-app placement 
and appear in relevant search results. Businesses 
that use promotions see up to a 20% increase in 
DoorDash sales on average.
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During the winter months, customers rely on restaurants like you to deliver comfort, 
consistency, and convenience. DoorDash connects your restaurant with more 
customers than ever and enables you to provide the seamless pickup and delivery 
experience they expect. And beyond that, we’re a community and support network 
for restaurateurs around the globe. We’re here to champion you and provide 
resources to help you thrive in a time of continued uncertainty and optimism. 

Join us in embracing the future of dining — whatever it may bring.

Delivering joy all winter long
CONCLUSION



If you’d like to speak to a merchant sales representative, 
you can contact us online or call us Monday-Friday:

United States and Canada: (855) 554-5779
Australia: (800) 717-576

Germany: 032 2122 49121

Sign Up Free

Explore our Partnership Plans 
and start your free 30-day trial.
1. Sign up for DoorDash. Visit get.doordash.com and tell us about your business.

2. Receive orders. Once your account is activated, your team prepares orders.

3.  Offer delivery or pickup. Get orders to customers, wherever they are.



Already a DoorDash partner?
Visit the Merchant Portal to view valuable sales data, launch 
advertising campaigns, update your menu, and more.

Login



Want to know more 
about DoorDash 
products for merchants?

Download your free copy of the 2021 Merchant Product Guide
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About DoorDash 

DoorDash is a global technology company that connects consumers with their 
favorite local and national businesses. Founded in 2013, DoorDash enables 
local businesses to address consumers’ expectations of ease and immediacy 
and thrive in today’s convenience economy. By building the last-mile logistics 
infrastructure for local commerce, DoorDash is bringing communities closer, 
one doorstep at a time. Get started at get.doordash.com.


