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Inspectional Services Department 
ISD’s mission is to serve the public by protecting the health, safety, and 
environmental stability of Boston's business and residential communities. 

Building Housing Environmental Health Weights & 
Measures

ISD
Inspectional 

Services 
Department

Chief of 
Operations

Chief of Staff

Mayor
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The Challenge

For restaurant owners, opening a restaurant in 
Boston can be a challenging process:

- High barrier to entry (1 in 4 new restaurants fail)

- Permitting process feels like an added hurdle

- Approval process can take several months

- Limited communication with City employees

- Strained relationship with inspectors



How can we help provide an accessible, 

efficient, and effective restaurant opening 

experience while ensuring compliance with 

existing regulations?

7

Problem Statements
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In-depth User
Interviews9

Synthesis

Short User 
Interviews9

Stakeholder
Interviews2
Expert
Interview1

Website Journey 
Mapping

Customer Journey 
Mapping

Market 
Landscape

On-site
Visit1

Insights

Primary
Research

Secondary
Research

Email
Questionnaire1
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Potential
Restaurant

Owner

Annual 
health inspection

Initial 
health inspection

Getting  
permitsResearch
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“If you Google how to open a restaurant, there is 
nothing on the city webpage – no roadmap.”

– Boston restaurant owner



“How to open a restaurant in Boston”



Missing page and 
redirected...

https://www.google.com/search?sxsrf=ALeKk02zkeI0dTszBwKO15ym6_343WNt1A%3A15822998
12196&ei=pPpPXpHDC4zL_QaCup-oDA&q=how+to+open+a+restaurant+in+boston&oq=how+to+
op&gs_l=psy-ab.1.0.35i39l2j0l8.157415.168156..170482...13.4..0.122.1047.5j6......0....1..gws-wiz..
.....0i71j0i131j0i67j0i273j0i10.f7YBX6mLwtQ

https://www.google.com/search?sxsrf=ALeKk02zkeI0dTszBwKO15ym6_343WNt1A%3A1582299812196&ei=pPpPXpHDC4zL_QaCup-oDA&q=how+to+open+a+restaurant+in+boston&oq=how+to+op&gs_l=psy-ab.1.0.35i39l2j0l8.157415.168156..170482...13.4..0.122.1047.5j6......0....1..gws-wiz.......0i71j0i131j0i67j0i273j0i10.f7YBX6mLwtQ
https://www.google.com/search?sxsrf=ALeKk02zkeI0dTszBwKO15ym6_343WNt1A%3A1582299812196&ei=pPpPXpHDC4zL_QaCup-oDA&q=how+to+open+a+restaurant+in+boston&oq=how+to+op&gs_l=psy-ab.1.0.35i39l2j0l8.157415.168156..170482...13.4..0.122.1047.5j6......0....1..gws-wiz.......0i71j0i131j0i67j0i273j0i10.f7YBX6mLwtQ
https://www.google.com/search?sxsrf=ALeKk02zkeI0dTszBwKO15ym6_343WNt1A%3A1582299812196&ei=pPpPXpHDC4zL_QaCup-oDA&q=how+to+open+a+restaurant+in+boston&oq=how+to+op&gs_l=psy-ab.1.0.35i39l2j0l8.157415.168156..170482...13.4..0.122.1047.5j6......0....1..gws-wiz.......0i71j0i131j0i67j0i273j0i10.f7YBX6mLwtQ
https://www.google.com/search?sxsrf=ALeKk02zkeI0dTszBwKO15ym6_343WNt1A%3A1582299812196&ei=pPpPXpHDC4zL_QaCup-oDA&q=how+to+open+a+restaurant+in+boston&oq=how+to+op&gs_l=psy-ab.1.0.35i39l2j0l8.157415.168156..170482...13.4..0.122.1047.5j6......0....1..gws-wiz.......0i71j0i131j0i67j0i273j0i10.f7YBX6mLwtQ


“Restaurant permitting process Boston”



Missing page and 
redirected...

2010 Guide on Harvard 
Law School Webpage

2014 Website

https://www.google.com/search?q=resaurant+permitting+process+boston&oq=resaurant+permittin
g+process+boston&aqs=chrome..69i57j33.10597j0j4&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8

https://www.boston.gov/
departments/inspection
al-services/how-get-foo
d-service-permit

https://www.cityofbosto
n.gov/business/permitg
uides/

http://clinics.law.harvard
.edu/tlc/files/2015/05/bo
ston-guide-to-restaurant
-permitting-and-licensin
g-20101018-165426.pdf

https://www.google.com/search?q=resaurant+permitting+process+boston&oq=resaurant+permitting+process+boston&aqs=chrome..69i57j33.10597j0j4&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8
https://www.google.com/search?q=resaurant+permitting+process+boston&oq=resaurant+permitting+process+boston&aqs=chrome..69i57j33.10597j0j4&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8
https://www.boston.gov/departments/inspectional-services/how-get-food-service-permit
https://www.boston.gov/departments/inspectional-services/how-get-food-service-permit
https://www.boston.gov/departments/inspectional-services/how-get-food-service-permit
https://www.boston.gov/departments/inspectional-services/how-get-food-service-permit
https://www.cityofboston.gov/business/permitguides/
https://www.cityofboston.gov/business/permitguides/
https://www.cityofboston.gov/business/permitguides/
http://clinics.law.harvard.edu/tlc/files/2015/05/boston-guide-to-restaurant-permitting-and-licensing-20101018-165426.pdf
http://clinics.law.harvard.edu/tlc/files/2015/05/boston-guide-to-restaurant-permitting-and-licensing-20101018-165426.pdf
http://clinics.law.harvard.edu/tlc/files/2015/05/boston-guide-to-restaurant-permitting-and-licensing-20101018-165426.pdf
http://clinics.law.harvard.edu/tlc/files/2015/05/boston-guide-to-restaurant-permitting-and-licensing-20101018-165426.pdf
http://clinics.law.harvard.edu/tlc/files/2015/05/boston-guide-to-restaurant-permitting-and-licensing-20101018-165426.pdf


A step by step guide for 
one of the permits.

 (Food Service Permit)

https://www.boston.gov/departments/in
spectional-services/how-get-food-servi
ce-permit

https://www.boston.gov/departments/inspectional-services/how-get-food-service-permit
https://www.boston.gov/departments/inspectional-services/how-get-food-service-permit
https://www.boston.gov/departments/inspectional-services/how-get-food-service-permit


Food service permit application

A manual 
process

Floor Plan Review Worksheet

Document size not 
printing friendly Record of Legal 

Occupancy
Victualler
License

Food Manager
Certificate

More applications

https://www.boston.gov/departments/in
spectional-services/how-get-food-servi
ce-permit

https://www.boston.gov/departments/inspectional-services/how-get-food-service-permit
https://www.boston.gov/departments/inspectional-services/how-get-food-service-permit
https://www.boston.gov/departments/inspectional-services/how-get-food-service-permit
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Mapping the process



Getting  permits

Get restaurant 
design 

approval (ISD)

Get building 
permitCheck zoning

Check 
building’s use 
& occupancy

Get fire dept. 
safety permit

Figure out by 
myself

Hire a 
lawyer/

expediter

Research

Potential
Restaurant

Owner

Get ServSafe 
certificate for 

managers

Get liquor
permit

Get business
Permit

@ City Hall

Apply for food 
service permit 
@1010 Mass

Get live 
entertainment 

permit, etc. 

Make appoint. 
for health 
inspection

Economic
Development

Dept.

Inspectors

Inspectional 
Service Dept.

Workshop 
Series

ISD
Communication

Touchpoint

Guide and 
advice

Outreach 
activity

Receive files

Review 
application

Review 
application

Confirm
appointment

Paper forms 
and guides

Learn new 
health code

Conduct 
Inspection &
give report

Health 
inspection

Get 
improvement 

checklist

Follow up 
inspection

Check health 
code updates

Initial health inspection Annual health inspection

Get food 
service permit 

Initial health 
inspection

Get 
improvement 

checklist

Follow up 
inspection

Improve 
operation

Improve 
operation

Conduct 
Inspection

Conduct 
Inspection &
give report

Conduct 
Inspection

Train 
inspectors

Customer Journey Map



Potential
Restaurant

Owner
FeedbackAnnual 

health inspection
Initial 

health inspection
Getting  
permitsResearch
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Manual, disjointed, paper-based 
process is difficult for 
restaurant owners to navigate.

Insight 
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“It’s a comedy, trying to get all the signatures 
that you need.”

“The most frustrating part...is being passed on to 
different departments for a simple question and not 
being able to get a straight answer.”

“You may find out too late that you can’t open because 
there is something you had to do that you didn’t 
realize.”



Restaurant owners do not feel 
that they can voice their 
concerns about the process to 
the City of Boston.

Insight 

22

“Is there a feedback form? Like, ‘You were 
really rude to me at the counter. I want to 
give you one star’.”

“I would hope my feedback could help someone in the 
future”

“They should host open meetings... between 
restaurants with their grievances and the inspectors 
to talk about what can be done to make the process 
more efficient.”
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Ideation Process

Review 
Journey & Pain-points

Ideate &
Share back Cluster Prioritize
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Adjusting to impact from COVID-19, 2 major changes

25

    Ideation & Testing Methods

1. Clear purpose for session
2. Outline tools to use

- PPT, Stormboard
3. Create script for hosting team
4. Full run-through before live session run 

by same person who will run live 
session

5. Update script based on experience
6. Send instructions to partner team 

before live session

     Sourcing Users

1. Social media marketing
- Personal accounts
- Professor account

2. Network outreach
- Friends 
- Professors’ networks

1 2



Reviewing Pain-points
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Ideation
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Clustering



Idea prioritization 

Low
User Value

High
Investment

Low
Investment

High 
User Value
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Digitization
(individual 
transaction)

Post-
inspection
Check list

One-Stop 
Service

Starter 
Guide

Leverage 
economic 
dev dept

Digitization
the whole 

Cohesive to 
owners

Role of 
inspectors/
inspection

inspector
training & 
comms to 

owner

Post-
COVID 

reopening & 
Comms

Clear 
Inspection

timeline

Feedback 
mechanism



Idea prioritization 

Low
User Value

High
Investment

Low
Investment

High 
User Value
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Digitization
(individual 
transaction)

Post-
inspection
Check list

One-Stop 
Service

Starter 
Guide
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inspection
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Starter 
Guide

Feedback 
Mechanism

Concept Overview

31

Decision Tree Starter GuidePhone Survey Feedback Form Town Hall
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Testing
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Kelly Reilly

Feasibility
(5=easiest)

City Value
(5=highest value)

Feasibility 
(5=easiest)

City Value 
(5=highest value)

1. Decision tree  (paper) 3 4 4 2

2. Starter guide 3 4 3 2/3

3.1 Feedback form (paper) 4 3 3/4 3

3.2 Feedback form (online) 4 3 4 3

3.3 Feedback form: 1010 Mass ave 4 3 3/4 3

3.4 Feedback form: inspectors 3 3 2 3

4. Town hall meetings 3 4 3/4 3

5. Phone Survey 3 2 3 2

Voting



Concept Overview
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Decision Tree Starter Guide

Starter 
Guide

Phone Survey Feedback Form Town Hall

Feedback 
Mechanism
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Iteration
Feedback Mechanism/Survey Forms 

Cambridge Boston COVID response
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Iteration
Feedback Mechanism/Survey Forms 
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Iteration
Restaurant Opening Guide 

Boston, 2010 NYC Chicago Philadelphia
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Iteration
Restaurant Opening Guide 

Iteration

First iteration 
(proof of concept)

Latest iteration
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Feedback Mechanism



Feedback
Mechanism
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Google Form can easily 
be updated

City already uses 
Google forms

“I want to be able to rate each 
department, not just give overall process 
feedback.”



Feedback
Mechanism
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Data automatically updated 
in spreadsheet and charts 



Feedback Mechanism How-To Guide
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Distribution and Process Instructions

Privacy and Anonymity Best Practices

Data Analysis Guidance

“You have to be really political 
in this town cause if they don’t 
like you, they will shut you 
down to start hitting with you 
fines out of nowhere.”



Feedback Mechanism - Auto-Updating Dashboard
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Auto-Updating Dashboard

Reports distributed across departments

Creating data visualization



Restaurant Opening Guide



Restaurant
Opening 
Guide
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Quick Update via Google Doc

Embedded Links

Printer Friendly

“Oh jeez,  I would’ve loved something like this 
when I was opening. When I hire someone [an 
attorney] I’m sitting there thinking, what the 
h*ll is she doing?  Why isn’t this done yet?”



Restaurant
Opening 
Guide

Visual overview of the process

Highlight ISD Health Division as 

the first stop for permits

48

Directing restaurant owner to Economic 

Development for advice and guidance. 

“I like this a lot, but I want to 
know how long each step takes.” 



Restaurant
Opening 
Guide

Tips and useful information

49

Step by step guide with link to 

corresponding document or website



Restaurant
Opening 
Guide

50

Inspection checklist



Restaurant
Opening 
Guide

51

Link to feedback form

 &
Contact Information

“Oh, that’s great! With all the 
numbers right there with the 
contacts.”



Restaurant
Opening 
Guide

52

“I wish this was around when I was opening a few years ago!”
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Our lessons learned

Talk with the users

Test quickly and adapt - 
look out for value and scalability

Build solutions alongside the 
implementers

Check your own biases and keep
things well documented

1

2

3

4
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Recommendations 

Provide owners with process timeline transparency to build consistency and trust

Increase coordination and incentives across departments 

Recognize limitations in identifying equity based challenges faced by owners 

1

2

3
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Thank you!
Boston Inspectional Services Restaurant Owner Experience 


