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The mission of the Ethiopian Community in Seattle 
(ECS) is to facilitate the seamless integration of 

all persons of Ethiopian origin into the American 
society. ECS aims to contribute to the social, 

cultural, and civic life of the Puget Sound area 
as well as to assist Ethiopians and Ethiopian-

Americans in preserving and sharing their ancient 
and rich cultural heritage.

As a member of the Small Business Resiliency 
Network, ECS provides support to small 

businesses to successfully manage and grow 
their business. For those interested to start up a 

business, ECS also provides a "how to" guideline. 
This booklet provides a step by step guidance on 

"how to start a restaurant".



What Do You Need to Start 

a Restaurant Business??

Owning and operating a restaurant is a dream job 
for many aspiring entrepreneurs. Starting a food 

business, like anything else, comes with its rewards 
and challenges. 

Here is a comprehensive step-by-step guide on how to open a restaurant.

1. Choose a Restaurant Concept and Brand
Choosing the concept of your business is an important part of the 
restaurant planning process. Your concept should include the type of 
restaurant (casual dining, family-style, café, etc.) you want to open, the 
style of cuisine you’ll serve, and the service style you’ll use. The interior of 
your restaurant should also be in line with your concept. One example of 
a restaurant concept could be:

* A family-style restaurant with a traditional Ethiopian menu.

Your restaurant brand is more specific and can be thought of as the way 
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you choose to communicate your mission and identity to 
the public. Your restaurant name, logo, menu design, and 
merchandise should all present a cohesive image of your 
brand. The advertising channels you use should also rely 
heavily on your brand identity to influence the style and 
method.

 9 Target Demographic

If you already have a location in mind 
for your business, the demographic of 
the area should be used to shape your 
concept. If you’re beginning with the 
concept first, you must choose a location 
with a demographic that can support it.  
(Note: More information available at www.ecseattle.org/smallbusiness)

2. Create Your Menu
Building out your menu is the next creative 
step in the process of opening your 
restaurant. Choosing which menu items to 
feature should be enjoyable for any food 
lover, but make your decisions carefully. 
Your menu will dictate the type of equipment 
you’ll need, the skills you should look for in 

your staff, and the type of crowd you hope to attract.  
(Note: More information available at www.ecseattle.org/smallbusiness) 

3. Write a Restaurant Business Plan 
Starting a restaurant, like any new business, requires a solid business 
plan. Restaurant business plans are divided into sections that describe 

Small Business Guide Restaurant2



all the aspects of your new business, 
from your restaurant concept to your 
financials. 

The purpose of the plan is to help 
you elaborate the finer details and 
summarize your business to potential 
investors. When you reach out for 

restaurant loans, the restaurant business plan serves as the proof that your 
venture will be successful.

Here are the principal components of a restaurant business plan:

1. Executive Summary - This is the first section in your business 
plan, but it’s helpful to write it last and make it a summary of the 
other sections you’ve already completed.

2. Company Overview and Description - Use this section to 
write a more detailed company overview than what you’ve included 
in the executive summary.

3. Concept and Menu - In this section, describe all the details of 
your restaurant concept and menu.

4. Management and Ownership Structure - Outline your 
management and ownership structure. It’s helpful to use charts as a 
visual aid.

5. Employees and Staffing Needs - 
It’s easy to underestimate the number 
of staff members you need. By putting 
it down on paper, you’ll have a more 
realistic vision of how many employees 
you need to hire to operate your business.

6. Marketing and Competitor 
Analysis - This section of your business plan requires careful 
research. You’ll need to provide an analysis of the demographics 
and competition for your chosen location.
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7. Advertising and Marketing Strategies - Use the marketing 
analysis you completed in the previous step to choose the right 
marketing strategies.

8. Financial Projection and Summary - When it comes to 
obtaining funding for your new restaurant, this section is the most 
important. Use it to provide sales forecast and break-even analysis.  
(Note: More information available at www.ecseattle.org/smallbusiness)

4. Obtain Restaurant Funding 
The next step needed to start your new 
restaurant is to obtain funding. Most of 
us don’t have enough capital on hand 
to cover the cost of opening a restaurant 
without financial assistance.

Begin by estimating total restaurant 
startup costs along with the cost needed 
for daily operations. Use this information 
to create a budget and forecast the total 

cost of running your restaurant for the next year.

With your restaurant budget now in hand, compare the total cost to the 
amount of capital you have on hand to determine how much funding you 
will need. Remember to include the costs of licenses, equipment, building 
repairs, and staff salaries.

Here are a few ways to secure funding for your new restaurant:

* Traditional Commercial Loan - This type of loan is acquired 
directly through a bank. You will typically see lower interest 
rates and access to higher amounts of capital with a traditional 
commercial loan. However, collateral is required, and you must 
have a high credit score.

* Business Line of Credit - Similar to a credit card, you can get 
approved for a maximum credit amount. Interest only accumulates 

Small Business Guide Restaurant4



as you use the money, though lending standards are higher, and 
you may not be able to borrow as much money as you could with 
other types of loans.

* Small Business Loan - While you can get a small business 
loan directly from a bank, many banks partner with the U.S. Small 
Business Administration (SBA). You can receive a small business 
loan even with borderline credit, and the SBA guidelines are set up 
to protect both the lender and small business owners. Collateral is 
required, and it may take some time to get approved.

* Investors - Reach out to your 
network to find investors for your 
restaurant.

* Crowdfunding - Sites like 
Kickstarter, FoodStart, Indigogo, 
and GoFundMe are great 
platforms to raise money to cover your startup costs.  
(Note: More information available at www.ecseattle.org/smallbusiness)

5. Choose a Location and Lease a Commercial Space  
Choosing a location is one of the big steps 
in opening a restaurant. You must choose 
a location where the median personal 
income can support your  price points. When 
choosing a location for your new restaurant, 
the following factors are among the most 
important:

 9 Visibility and Accessibility - Select 
a location with good visibility that receives plenty of vehicle and 
foot traffic. Consider parking availability and ease of access for 
cars and pedestrians.
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 9 Demographics - The target market of your restaurant should 
match the demographics of the area.

 9 Labor Costs - Your labor cost will vary depending on location. In 
areas where the cost of living is higher, you’ll need to pay a higher 
wage to attract good employees. 

 9 Local Competition - You can learn a lot by looking at the 
competing restaurants in your area. The key is to choose a location 
where similar restaurants are successful, but avoid a neighborhood 
that is saturated with restaurants that directly compete with your 
concept.

If you choose to have a physical location 
for your restaurant, you can either buy or 
lease restaurant space, or you can build 
your restaurant from the ground up. When 
it comes to choosing a space, leasing is 
recommended. It allows you more flexibility if 
you decide to expand or make other business 
changes when first starting out.  
(Note: More information available at www.ecseattle.org/smallbusiness)

6. Restaurant Permits and Licenses 
To start a new restaurant, you’ll need to 
obtain several federal, state, and local permits and 
licenses. It’s helpful to enlist legal counsel when filing 
for restaurant permits and licenses to make sure 
you don’t miss a step. These are some of the most 
important licenses required:

 9 Business License - All restaurants require a business license to 
operate in the US. The type of business license you’ll need, the cost 
of the license, and how often you need to renew varies by state.
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 9 Employer Identification Number - Start the application for 
an Employer  Identification Number (EIN) early in your process, 
because it can take some time to get approved. You’ll need an EIN 
to officially hire employees and set up your payroll.

 9 Foodservice License - To get a foodservice license for your 
new restaurant, you’ll have to pass an inspection that shows your 
business meets all food safety regulations.

 9 Liquor License - If you plan to serve alcohol 
at your restaurant, you’ll need a liquor license. 
Alcohol can boost your sales immensely, but 
the process of obtaining a liquor license can be 
lengthy and costly.  
(Note: More information available at www.ecseattle.org/smallbusiness)

7. Design Your Layout and Space 
There are two components to designing the layout of your new restaurant: 
your front-of-house space and your back-of-house space. Each space 
has its own unique requirements. 

Keep these factors in mind when designing your dining room layout: 

 9 Seating Capacity - Local regulations determine the seating 
capacity of your dining room. You must meet requirements for 
square footage per customer based on the size of your space and 
the number of exits. 

 9 Dining Room Furniture - 
Choose restaurant seating 
that aligns with your concept. 
Consider seating capacity 
and comfort level when 
choosing the style and shape 
of your restaurant furniture.
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 9 Ambiance and Decor - You can enhance your restaurant’s 
ambiance through the use of decor and lighting.

 9 Cleanability - Flooring and wall fixtures should be made of 
materials that are easy to clean and disinfect. Carpeting is not the 
best choice for a dining room because it absorbs odors and spills. 
Fabric window treatments and drapes also absorb smells and are 
costly to clean regularly.

When designing your kitchen layout, consider the flow of service and 
allocate sufficient space for the following tasks:

 9 Warewashing - The warewashing area 
should be easily accessible for servers 
entering the kitchen with dirty dishes. This 
area will house dish machines, compartment 
sinks, and drying racks.

 9 Dry and Cold Storage - Dry and cold storage areas should 
be close to the receiving area so that shipments can be put away 
quickly. These spaces will require shelving and organization.

 9 Food Preparation - This is 
the space where the kitchen 
staff will perform all food 
prepping tasks. You’ll need 
space for work surfaces and 
food prepping tools.

 9 Meal Cooking - The majority 
of cooking tasks are performed 
in this space. You’ll need room for heavy equipment like range tops, 
deep fryers, and flat top grills.

 9 Service - The service area should be right next to the cooking area 
so that prepared meals can be passed to servers quickly. A staging 
area with heat lamps keeps meals hot until they can be picked up.  
(Note: More information available at www.ecseattle.org/smallbusiness)
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8. Find an Equipment and Food Supplier
Before you can open your new restaurant, your 
kitchen must be outfitted with the right equipment. 
The size and layout of your kitchen will affect some 
of your choices, like whether to choose narrow-
depth equipment or to double stack units to save 
space. There are some types of equipment that 
every restaurant needs, like refrigeration units and 
cooking equipment. Depending on your menu, you 
might also need specialized equipment. 

There are two options to consider, buying or leasing. While you’re 
managing the other steps of opening your new restaurant, the ability to 
shop online, research features, and compare prices in  your own time 
alleviates some of the stress. Look for an online supplier that specializes in 
commercial restaurant equipment with wholesale prices and fast shipping.  
Leasing equipment is an option that can save you money and free up 
capital for other items in your budget.

You’ll also need to find a supplier for 
food, disposables, and all the items you’ll 
reorder on a regular basis. Working 
with a supplier that offers membership 
discounts and free shipping saves you 
money when you order bulk supplies.   
(Note: More information available at www.ecseattle.org/smallbusiness)

9. Hire the Right Staff 
The hiring stage of opening your new restaurant provides the opportunity 
to build a great work culture from the very start. Putting thought into your 
employee benefits, training program, and incentives is important when 
considering the work/life balance of your future staff. If possible start by 
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hiring your management team so they can help carry out your 
mission and hiring goals.

Your staff requirements will vary based on the unique 
needs of your new restaurant. Make a list of all 
the restaurant positions you’ll need to fill in 
order to operate your restaurant on a daily basis. Consider 
how many days you’ll be open during the week and how 

many shifts you’ll run 
each day for the front- 
and back-of-house. 

You may also need to 
hire marketing experts 
and accountants.  
(Note: More information available at 

www.ecseattle.org/smallbusiness)

10. Set up your point of sale (POS) system 

In today’s world, a POS that seamlessly 
integrates with online ordering to help you offer 
delivery and curbside pickup has become a 
necessity. A good restaurant POS should print 
tickets, manage both in-person and online 
orders, keep customer tabs open, split checks, 
customize table layouts and let you take 
payments anywhere. 

Many POS systems also come with insightful analytics and reporting, so 
you can quickly identify trends and make quick changes to your staffing 
or inventory, if need be. These tools can help run your business more 
efficiently and grow faster.
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11. Advertise Your Restaurant
If you’re starting a new restaurant, you 
have to get the word out and attract your 
future customers. Advertising provides basic 
information about your restaurant so that 
prospective customers know where you’re 
located and what type of cuisine you’re 
serving. Successful advertising should also 

build excitement around your brand. 

Some tips to market your restaurant:

 9 Build a Website - Your restaurant website should be easy to 
navigate, and the design should 
represent your brand. Include basic 
information about your restaurant, 
including your address, phone 
number, hours, and menu. Though 
you can hire a professional to create 
your website, you can make one 
with user-friendly website hosting platforms, like Wix, Squarespace, 
or Wordpress.

 9 Create a Yelp, TripAdvisor, Google My Business, and 
OpenTable Account - Registering with these sites makes it easy 
for potential guests to find your restaurant information. Guests can 
also leave reviews after visiting, 
which increases your authority 
and appeal, especially if you 
have a high rating and positive 
feedback.

 9 Use Social Media - Today, 
a social media presence is an 
absolute must for restaurants. 
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Create Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram accounts to share news, 
photos, and tidbits about your restaurant.

 9 Offer Promotions to New Guests - Offer a promotion for first-
time guests. A free beverage, dessert, or discount on their first bill is 
an appealing way to attract customers.

 9 Host a Grand Opening - involves getting your future community 
excited about your arrival, and spreading the word far and wide in 
as many ways as you can.  
(Note: More information available at www.ecseattle.org/smallbusiness)

12. Host a Soft Opening 
A soft opening is a practice run to help you 
prepare for the real grand opening of your new 
restaurant. Invite a limited number of guests to 
attend your soft opening, usually friends and 
family. This strategy allows you to work out any 
kinks in your service.

Here are a few popular soft opening ideas:

 9 Trial Menu - Offer a sample 
menu with a limited number of 
options. It reduces stress on new 
staff and encourages customers 
to come back to see the full menu 
reveal.

 9 Limited Schedule - Consider 
operating under a limited schedule 
for the first few days you are open.

 9 Sneak Peek Event - Host a “sneak peek” happy hour with select 
menu items and signature drinks.
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 9 Friends and Family Night - Invite 
friends and family to your soft opening 
for a fun, stress-free way to prepare for 
the  grand opening.

 9 Neighboring Homes and 
Businesses - Gain local fans and 
build community pride by offering a soft 
opening invite to neighboring homes 
and businesses.  
(Note: More information available at www.ecseattle.org/smallbusiness)
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