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Signature
Restaurant

NO LONGER AN AFTERTHOUGHT, THE CASINO RESTAURANT 
HAS BECOME A STATEMENT ABOUT STYLE, 

SOPHISTICATION—AND OF COURSE, GOOD TASTE.  By Felicia Lowenstein Niven

CREATING THE

The stage is set. Hosts stand at atten-
tion to greet patrons coming from the
bustling casino floor. Inside, couples relax
in overstuffed chairs in quaint alcoves
framed by fireplaces and trickling foun-
tains. Candlelight and soft music set
the mood; heavy menus adorned with
gold braid foreshadow the price point. 

An attentive wait staff caters to their
every need. It is a quality experience
from the moment they arrive until the

time they leave.
Welcome to today’s signature casi-

no restaurant. It’s a far cry from the
$7.77 Gambler’s Special, a steak
dinner once offered 24 hours a day in
casino coffee shops. These days, the
casino customer is more sophisticat-
ed, educated by the Food Network,
with an increasing awareness of
fine dining and the snob appeal of
celebrity chefs. 

Table One, the exclusive chef's table at Sinclair's restaurant, has a retractable glass window system that can be clear 
for a view of the kitchen or opaque for privacy. It is located at the West Baden Springs Hotel at the French Lick Resort Casino in Indiana.
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“Things have really changed
in the gaming circles,” says Corey
Nyman, director of operations for Nyman
Group restaurant consultants. “People are
willing to pay for fine dining; it doesn’t always
have to be ‘comped.’ So casinos have to
decide whether their restaurants are going to
be amenities to the high rollers or a money-
making venture.”

“The high-end casino restaurant used to
be a loss leader,” adds Richard Dobransky,
vice president of food and beverage for
Delaware North, a 95-year old company
that has worked with restaurants in a variety
of settings, from casinos to stadiums.
“Since they catered to high rollers, they
would just give the meal away. But that’s
not the case anymore.”

More and more, casinos are opting for
the moneymakers, putting in a signature
restaurant, or two or three. But what real-
ly goes into such a venture, and how do
you ensure its success? Below, industry
experts sound off about the challenges
and rewards of creating today’s signature
casino restaurant. 

PRE-CONCEPT
Before you make a single decision, much less
bring in a brand name chef, do your homework. 

“We come in and do qualitative
research,” says Michael Soll, executive vice
president of the Innovation Group.  “We do
focus groups with current and future cus-
tomers, we do telephone and Internet sur-
veys. We find out what people want and how
excited they are about it. Then we can make
recommendations and extrapolate the kind of
revenue that could be generated.”

“We do a lot of analysis,” says Nyman.
“We look at the property’s strengths, weak-
ness, demographics, food and labor costs
and restaurant competition in the area. We
meet with key people at the property, from
management down to the casino host and the
people responsible for player development.

“We want to understand who their cus-
tomer is so we can make recommendations for
the type of restaurant. If management wants a
Mexican cantina but the market is demanding
a steakhouse, they need to know that.”

The Nyman Group did all the restaurants
at Trump Taj Mahal in Atlantic City. Not only
did they analyze the opportunities on proper-
ty, they also assessed the draw to the local
market by non-gamers.

“To some extent, locals are going to
drive your business,” says Nyman. “You
have to look at the barriers to entry. How dif-
ficult is it for them to get to the restaurant?
How far is parking? Is there a valet? Do they
have to walk through a smoke-filled casino
in order to get there? We take all of these
issues into account.”

Ultimately, the consensus is that casinos
must be sure that a signature restaurant
appeals to players and locals alike. But that’s
not all. It has to be different from any other
restaurant at the property, and ideally at com-
peting properties too. 

One way to create that exclusivity is to bring
in a celebrity chef or other innovative concept.

STAR CHEF OR IN-HOUSE TALENT?
Bobby Flay Steak, Wolfgang Puck American
Grille and Emeril’s New Orleans are all exam-
ples of successful celebrity restaurant con-
cepts. The match between celebrity chefs and
casinos, however, is relatively new.

“We were the first celebrity chef in a casi-
no,” says Tom Kaplan, senior managing part-
ner of the Wolfgang Puck Fine Dining Group.
“When we were approached about opening in
Vegas, they said it would ruin our reputation.
But it’s done just the opposite.”

“For us, the decision to open a Wolfgang
Puck restaurant really starts with who the
partner is,” Kaplan says. “We look for the
right partner, then the right location. It’s not
just about putting our name on the door.
We’re not interested in just collecting a man-
agement fee. We are present.”

Puck himself makes personal appear-
ances nightly in Los Angeles, where he lives,
and visits his other locations faithfully.

“Usually at the beginning, you have to
decide whether your property needs a celebri-
ty chef for exposure,” says Paul Heretakis of
Westar Architects, a firm that has worked
with celebrities like Paula Deen and Mario
Batali. “Remember that the celebrity chef will
drive both the décor and the food.”

They also take some of the profits,
according to industry experts. Michael Soll of
the Innovation Group says a casino in-house
restaurant offers more control, but there are
benefits to bringing in a name as well.

“Do you want to create something in-
house and forge a signature profile or do
something out of house?” he asks. “Then you
have to decide if you’re going to lease the
space or work with a management group or
the restaurateur. It sometimes depends on
who’s putting up the capital. Celebrity chefs
are supplying less and less capital, but
they’re getting the kind of media attention
that sometimes in-house restaurants do not.” 

One reason to bring in a celebrity is to
reach the client you don’t have, says
Heretakis. “When we opened Mia at Caesars
in Atlantic City, it was a great marriage for the
property and for Chris Scarduzio and Georges
Perrier. Their core customers in Philly already
knew the brand, and it’s close enough that
they’d drive an hour to a new destination to
try that new restaurant.” 

“Everybody seems to want a celebrity
chef,” says Corey Nyman. “Personally, we’re
indifferent. Is the celebrity chef going to make
the most money? Or do we want to save that
money, which could be 15 percent to 30 per-
cent? You might get the initial flash with the
press, but is it going to be sustained?”

Heretakis adds, “Of course, if you don’t
have a star to bring in customers, you need to
come up with a great concept.”

DESIGNING THE SPACE
Once the concept is created, the next step
is design. 

“Sometimes the property has it nailed
down, and sometimes it changes,” says
Bryan Hamlin, vice president of design for the
WorthGroup. “There’s a lot of fluidity. Our job
is to realize the vision of the restaurant.”

‘WHEN WE WERE APPROACHED ABOUT
OPENING IN VEGAS, THEY SAID IT

WOULD RUIN OUR REPUTATION. BUT
IT’S DONE JUST THE OPPOSITE.’
—TOM KAPLAN, Wolfgang Puck Fine Dining Group

Wolfgang Puck’s American Grille, at the Borgata, Atlantic City. 
Sinclair’s at French Lick.

Mia at Caesars Atlantic City.



And just as patrons’ expectations of fine dining have
risen, so has the pressure to create a signature design.

“Design is so mainstream these days,” Hamlin says.
“Because of the media, design concepts have become
much more accessible to the public. So the level of
design has been elevated to a much higher standard.”

To some extent, space dictates design as well.
“If the location is on the water, near the casino

floor, in a larger or smaller space, all of those elements
affect the design,” says Floss Barber of Floss Barber,
Inc. “With most upscale restaurants, however, there
are design elements that are constant. For example,
we ‘announce’ that it’s upscale with an entrance that
feels exclusive. Even the entry itself is an experience.”

“You don’t want it to be crowded in this type of
restaurant,” says Barber. “The choice of materials
will be more refined. The lighting might be concealed
or if not, we might use signature lighting pieces.”

Designers “choreograph” the path that
patrons will take.

“There is a sequence of arrival,” says Hamlin.
“This gives us an opportunity for installation of art-
work, views to the outside. There’s a movement to
introduce natural lighting in perimeter places, move-
able partitions, outside dining where possible to
open up the space.

“You want to build the level of ambiance, sophis-
tication and privacy, so the acoustics are very impor-
tant. You want to be able to have a conversation.”

Designers may also get involved in more than the
physical space. They often make recommendations
on server’s uniforms, menus, and even nametags.

“Black and white is a classic look for a server,”
says Nyman. “But if you have an upscale steakhouse
with a bold theme, you can go for open collars and
a more vibrant feel. Functionality is key. They have
to be able to move and work in their uniforms.”

Nyman doesn’t believe in nametags. “Most guests
don’t take the time to look at them,” he says. “I’d rather
that they introduce themselves as part of their script.”

Of course, design is another area where a
celebrity chef often gets involved.

“In the case of Mario Batali, the design of the
room was secondary to the simplicity of the food,”
says Heretakis. “In other restaurants, you’ll see that
the rooms are as much of a ‘star’ as the chef is.’”

THE MENU
The menu is a natural result of the concept,

whether it’s signature in-house or celebrity chef. 
The important point to remember is that the

menu caters to the customer. That’s why Bobby
Flay’s Mesa Grill at Caesars Palace offers a Caesar
salad and strip steak. 

“Yes, it’s a Southwestern concept,” says Nyman,
“but it’s still approachable. So we include menu
items that we know will sell.”
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‘I’D SAY THE CLASSIC STEAKHOUSE
HAS ABOUT FIVE YEARS LEFT. IT

HAS BEEN THE HOTTEST THING IN
RECENT YEARS, BUT NOW WE’RE
ALSO SEEING A TREND TOWARD
MORE SPECIALTY RESTAURANTS,

LIKE ASIAN FUSION.’
—RICHARD DOBRANSKY, Delaware North

A classic yet contemporary look predominates at Wolfgang Puck’s CUT at
Palazzo Las Vegas, Olives at Bellagio and Postria at the Venetian.



Do Over
Want to transform a Plain Jane 
coffee shop into a glamour girl
nightspot? Some of the pluses and
pitfalls of restaurant renovation

No restaurant can succeed indefi-
nitely without periodic “freshening” of the design
and decor; experts suggest that casino restau-
rants, in particular, require some kind of renova-
tion—from a cosmetic sprucing-up to a complete
overhaul—every six to eight years. 

But renovating can be as time-consuming
and costly as building from the ground up—and
there are additional challenges.

“Renovations usually involve the infrastruc-
ture,” says Scott Walls, president of Bergman,
Walls & Associates, a full-service architectural
firm for casino resorts. “Do you have enough
power for all the new lighting you’re planning to
add? If you want to add a cooking surface in the
kitchen, do you have the ability to add another
exhaust? You look at the electrical, the mechani-
cal, the air conditioning, and evaluate it against

the new format.”
“The electrical and plumbing can be very

expensive,” says Jason Lapin, vice president of

Blau and Associates, a strategic restaurant plan-
ning and development company. “When you ren-
ovate your house, the hardest thing to do is your
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Wolfgang Puck has created five distinctly differ-
ent brands with different menus to address a range
of customers, from the upscale Spago to the more
playful American Grille. In all, Puck has 14 restau-
rants, each with an executive chef who’s worked

with Wolfgang for many years.
“Our menus may vary in each location, as our

décor does,” says Kaplan. “Our chefs are very talent-
ed in their own right and Wolfgang encourages cre-
ativity and exploration, within the concept of course.

We also work with the local growers and producers
in the region. We might do certain dishes in Maui
with a focus on fish, while in Beaver Creek we’d
focus on game. Then of course, if someone wants a
dish cooked specially, we’ll accommodate them.”

THE NEXT BIG THING
“Everyone’s looking for the next big trend,” says
Soll. “Who’s the next big chef? What’s the next
great concept?”

“I’d say the classic steakhouse has about five
years left,” says Dobransky of Delaware North. “It
has been the hottest thing in recent years, but now
we’re also seeing a trend toward more specialty
restaurants, like Asian fusion.” 

“It’s important to stay ahead of the trends,”
Nyman agrees. “You can’t come in the middle. You
have to watch what’s going locally, statewide,
nationally and even worldwide. It’s not enough to
stay inside the bubble of the restaurant community.”

One thing is certain. With the increased empha-
sis on fine dining, and increasing discernment
among casino patrons, it will just keep getting better
and better. Bon appetit.

‘IS THE CELEBRITY CHEF GOING
TO MAKE THE MOST MONEY?
YOU MIGHT GET THE INITIAL

FLASH WITH THE PRESS, BUT IS
IT GOING TO BE SUSTAINED?’

—COREY NYMAN, Nyman Group

A whole new look: The Reserve at Bally’s Atlantic City, a white tablecloth steak and seafood restaurant,
has just undergone a major renovation. It was formerly known as Prime Place.

In 2006, the legendary Harlem Italian restaurant Rao’s moved into the space formerly occupied
by Terrazza at Caesars Palace.



bathroom because of the plumbing. It’s
the same thing when you’re moving a bar.

“On the flip side, you better make
sure the infrastructure is there,” Lapin
says. “A common mistake is to redo the
restaurant but not enhance the kitchen.
The new concept draws additional busi-
ness that the old, small kitchen cannot
handle—and that’s a recipe for failure.”

The physical space is another chal-
lenge. It’s essential to change the floor
plan so customers don’t recall the old
restaurant, says Walls. 

“When we brought Rao’s into
Caesars, the management wanted to
recreate the feeling of this cozy New York
restaurant. But the ceilings were vault-
ed—that’s not cozy. So we had to bring
them down. We used canopies, some
lowered ceilings, and a large millwork
piece over the bar. We achieved the look
of the New York space. But sometimes
we can take something like that and give
it a Vegas spin, too.”

Bally’s Atlantic City is putting the fin-
ishing touches on three renovations “to
provide a fresh new look and dining expe-
rience,” says Joe Domenico, senior vice
president and general manager. 

The traditional coffee shop is being
replaced by 6ix, a bistro. “The new design is
very contemporary. It looks like a gourmet
room. The food centers around a theme of
freshness—fresh food, fresh flavor.”

Formerly Mr. Ming’s, the Red Pearl is an
upscale Asian fusion restaurant. “We had a
quick-turnaround Asian restaurant on the
casino floor, but this provides a more leisure-
ly dining experience,” says Domenico.

Finally, the Prime Place has been
transformed into the Reserve. “The
rooms were enclosed and we really
opened them up, with a new bar,
Preview, to set the stage for the dining
experience,” Domenico says.

Case in point that restaurant renova-
tion is a must to attract new customers
while retaining loyal patrons. 

—Felicia Lowenstein Niven
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‘When you renovate
your house, the
hardest thing to 
do is your 
bathroom because 
of the plumbing. 
It’s the same 
thing when you’re
moving a bar.’
—PAUL LAPIN, Blau and Associates
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C O M PA N Y  P R O F I L E S

THE INNOVATION GROUP OF COMPANIES
Global Market Strategies
THE INNOVATION GROUP OF COMPANIES’ broad
range of expertise and experience covers almost
every aspect of the casino-resort economic devel-
opment process: The Innovation Group to con-
sult; Innovation Capital to finance and advise;
Innovation Project Development to coordinate
build-out; and Innovation Marketing to position. 

The Innovation affiliates provide an array of
related services that enable clients to maximize
their strategic and implementation alternatives—
from assessing markets and raising capital to
oversight of construction and the development of
PR strategies.   

The Innovation Group has always been com-
mitted to providing forward-thinking solutions for
its clients. Now, when owners and operators move
to execute upon our industry-preferred recommen-
dations, they have the collective resources of The
Innovation Group of Companies to bring the vision
to reality. Working together or independently,
Innovation affiliates offer a seamless and efficient
transition to address advisory, management,
financial, development and marketing needs.

The Innovation Group of Companies has pro-
vided services throughout the Americas, Asia,
Europe, Africa, the Caribbean, the Middle East
and Canada. Domestically, our client list consists
of leading operators like Boyd Gaming, Delaware
North, Hard Rock Café International, Harrah’s
Entertainment, Isle of Capri Casinos, Las Vegas
Sands, MGM Mirage, Penn National Gaming,
Trump Entertainment Resorts, Wynn Resorts and
more than 100 Native American clients.  

Our affiliates have also worked directly with
governmental and regulatory agencies providing
strategic planning and advisory services to aid in
structuring new gaming jurisdictions, establishing
regulations, privatizing state-run operations,
transaction and litigation support, expert witness
testimony, and asset and portfolio management.   

The Innovation Group of Companies’ reputa-
tion for discretion and commitment to ethical prac-
tice are second to none.  We implement protective
measures to ensure that our clients benefit from
our global, national and regional market knowl-
edge without ever compromising the intentions

and proprietary information of individual clients.   
The professionals of The Innovation Group of

Companies are flexible and responsive, keeping at
the forefront of a rapidly changing business envi-
ronment by continually upgrading the services we
provide. When unique approaches are required,
we know when and how to create and apply them
to put strategies into action for our clients.

Casinos, hotels, food and beverage, conven-
tion centers, stadiums, racetracks, entertainment
halls, golf courses, spas, RV parks, restaurants,
retail facilities and more—our list of successful
leisure developments grows longer and more
diverse every year.   

THE INNOVATION GROUP. For the past two
decades, The Innovation Group has been recog-
nized as the premier provider of consulting and
management services for the gaming, hospitality,
leisure and entertainment industries.  The
Innovation Group provides feasibility studies,
market assessments and forecasts, economic
impact studies, strategic and financial planning,
and a variety of related operations and marketing
advisory services.  

To date our reports have been the justification
for more than $45 billion in investment decisions
including public bond issues, private placements
and bank institutions, as well as investor guaran-
teed credit enhancements.  

Contact: Stephen J. Szapor, Jr., president at
303-798-7711.

INNOVATION CAPITAL. Since its inception in
2004, Innovation Capital has emerged as a lead-
ing middle market investment banking firm with
a practice dedicated to the gaming, leisure and
hospitality industries.

The firm provides expert merger and acquisi-
tion, corporate finance, restructuring and valua-
tion advisory services for projects in the $20 mil-
lion to $500 million value range. The firm has
completed more than 20 transactions aggregating
over $1.3 billion.  

The firm’s client list includes Snoqualmie
Tribe in Washington, Jumer’s Casino in Rock

Island, Illinois, Bedford Downs in Pennsylvania
and Tropicana Entertainment in Evansville,
Indiana. Member FINRA/SIPC. 

Contact: Matt Sodl, president/managing
director at 310-335-9333. 

INNOVATION PROJECT DEVELOPMENT. Innovation
Project Development is a multi-disciplined project
management services company capable of providing
consulting advice or total development oversight. 

Functioning as an owner’s representative,
Innovation Project Development can provide a
project scope description and site concept, model
and plan optimum sizing for maximum revenue,
manage the work of design and construction firms
to help owners make good gaming industry deci-
sions and to get projects open and operating with
tight adherence to schedules and budget. 

The staff at Innovation Project Development
has experience across the globe and is currently
providing its services on such projects as the 
MGM Grand at Foxwoods and Akwesasne
Mohawk Casino expansions.  Contact: Bob
Kelly, president at 228-248-0088. 

INNOVATION MARKETING. Innovation Marketing
leverages the unparalleled consultancy, analysis
and insight of The Innovation Group of
Companies into effective marketing tactics. 

Services include advertising campaigns, public
relations plans, direct marketing campaigns and
more.  Working domestically with such high profile
clients as Foxwoods Resort Casino, Tropicana and
Sandia Resort & Casino, Innovation Marketing is
also recognized for its expertise in translating cultur-
al sensitivity within international tourism markets.  

Contact: Joe Witterschein, VP of marketing at
952-906-3831. 

Aspen | Atlantic City | Biloxi | Colorado Springs
Costa Rica | Denver | Los Angeles | Minneapolis
New Orleans | Orlando 

Steven M. Rittvo, Chairman | 970.927.1400 

www.innovationgroupofcompanies.com

Bob Kelly Dino Guiliano
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