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Our Client: 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. 
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/2  Problem Statement
Boston Inspectional Services Restaurant Owner Experience 



How can we help provide an accessible, 

efficient, and effective restaurant opening 

experience while ensuring compliance with 

existing regulations?

8



/3 Research Overview
Boston Inspectional Services Restaurant Owner Experience 
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/4  Insights
Boston Inspectional Services Restaurant Owner Experience 



Manual, disjointed, paper-based 
process is difficult for owners to 
navigate

“If you go in there blind, you’re gonna be lost.”

“You need to get a paper receipt in person for 
everything.”

Insight 01
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Insight 02

No single source of truth: 
conflicting information across 
departments & online resources

“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 get bounced from one desk to another.”
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“Restaurant permitting process Boston”
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Missing page and 
redirected...

2010 Guide on Harvard 
Law School Webpage

2014 Website

https://www.boston.gov/d
epartments/inspectional-
services/how-get-food-se
rvice-permit

https://www.cityofboston.
gov/business/permitguide
s/

http://clinics.law.harvard.
edu/tlc/files/2015/05/bost
on-guide-to-restaurant-pe
rmitting-and-licensing-20
101018-165426.pdf
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Information asymmetry leads to 
difficulty communicating 
between owners and inspectors

“Inspectors use jargon that we sometimes 
don’t understand, like form C-132, I have no 
idea what that means."

“The inspectors don’t have knowledge 
about modern kitchens so they miss things 
they should be focused on but they also 
focus on things that don’t matter anymore 
with updated tech.” 

Insight 03
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Owners use assistance of 
lawyers and consultants to 
navigate the process but not 
everyone can afford it

"I can't imagine being a single person doing all 
of this because you may find out too late that 
you can’t open because there is something you 
had to do that you didn’t realize.”

"If I could save the money and do it myself, I 
absolutely would. [Lawyers] charge about $700 
per hour."

Insight 04
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Unpredictable delays 
impose a financial cost 
on owners

"You need to hire staff, train staff...The guessing 
game of understanding how much time, how 
many inspections, how many re-inspections – 
that process is incredibly difficult to navigate.”

Insight 05
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Image:https://www.jamaicaplainnews.com/2018/03/06/bukhara-temporarily-closed-after-permit-su
spended-due-to-failed-inspection/31079



Insight 06

Inspectors are constantly 
switching between the role of 
educator, regulator, and 
success partner

"One person chewed me out for not knowing 
what a proviso is."

“They don’t give a shit [about us].”

“It’s not their job to be your friend, it’s their job to 
make sure you did things properly.”

“We want owners to succeed.” -- ISD Inspector
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Thank you!
Boston Inspectional Services Restaurant Owner Experience 



Appendix
Boston Inspectional Services Restaurant Owner Experience 



Website Journey Map
Boston Inspectional Services Restaurant Owner Experience 



Boston.gov_Website User Journey

Opening a restaurant in Boston

Phase Finding information on how to open a new restaurant

Step Look for general guidance Find out where I apply for permits Understand Application Process Apply

Activity - Googled: How to open a restaurant in Boston, result:  
Restaurant Roadmap (redirected to Econ 
Development Dpt.), and Boston Guide to Restaurant 
Permitting (a 2010 pdf on Harvard Law School site)

- Learn abt multiple permits needed 
- Look for info by navigating through Boston.gov
- Guides > Starting a business > How to Starting a 

restaurant > Economic Development Dpt. (missing 
page)

- Googled: restaurant permits 
Boston, clicked on second result

- Read through the long list of steps 
under each of 1) before you get 
started 2) get your plans reviewed 
3) get your info together 4) give us 
your info and get an inspection

- Attempted to fill out some of the 
forms, specifically the food 
service application

Touchpoint - Boston.gov site - ISD site - ISD site - ISD site

Pain
-point

- No direct portal  for  restaurant startups / 
entrepreneurs 

- Missing page for ‘Start a restaurant’ on ‘Guide to 
Boston: Starting a business’

- Difficult to navigate and find info via department page 
- No overall guidance on how to start a restaurant or 

what needs to be done 

- Very long list of instructions
- Not sure what other permits need 

need to be applied  besides getting 
food service permit

- The process is too manual and has 
so many touchpoints with different 
people at different points in time for 
appointments.

- Having to print out the form to 
then submit them in person as 
well as having to request 
appointments for plan review

Emotion - Confused - Overwhelmed - Overwhelmed and confused - Overwhelmed

Link https://www.boston.gov/starting-business
http://clinics.law.harvard.edu/tlc/files/2015/05/boston-guide-to-restaura
nt-permitting-and-licensing-20101018-165426.pdf

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

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


Looking for information



“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
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https://www.boston.gov/starting-business

https://www.boston.gov/starting-business


Page missing and redirected...

https://www.boston.gov/starting-business

https://www.boston.gov/departments/economic-development

https://www.boston.gov/starting-business
https://www.boston.gov/departments/economic-development


Relatively a central place 
for information

https://www.boston.gov/starting-business

https://www.boston.gov/departments/small-business-development/fo
od-truck-lottery

https://www.boston.gov/starting-business
https://www.boston.gov/departments/small-business-development/food-truck-lottery
https://www.boston.gov/departments/small-business-development/food-truck-lottery


“We don’t have a specific guide to 
starting a restaurant in Boston.”

https://www.boston.gov/starting-business

https://www.boston.gov/starting-business


https://www.boston.gov/starting-business

https://www.boston.gov/starting-business


No food service permit

https://www.boston.gov/starting-business

https://www.boston.gov/departments/licensing-board/common-licensi
ng-board-forms-and-applications

https://www.boston.gov/starting-business
https://www.boston.gov/departments/licensing-board/common-licensing-board-forms-and-applications
https://www.boston.gov/departments/licensing-board/common-licensing-board-forms-and-applications


“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
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“The Health Division 
enforces food and sanitary 

laws for Inspectional 
Services. Learn about our 

team approach to 
protecting public health.”

-

Less of a voice from a 
partner for restaurant 

startups

https://www.boston.gov/departments/in
spectional-services/health-division

https://www.boston.gov/departments/inspectional-services/health-division
https://www.boston.gov/departments/inspectional-services/health-division


Finally something 
informative, however, it 

takes a long time to digest.

“Do I need any other 
permits besides the 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


Applying for 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

