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The situation in Hong Kong is improving with no locally transmitted cases in the last two weeks. 
A sense of normalcy is returning to the restaurants and we are entering another phase in this 
fight against the pandemic.

It is clear is that we need to learn to exist within a new framework and that some of the protocols 
we have put in place are here to stay for the foreseeable future.

What started as an internal set of guidelines has become so much more than we ever imagined. 
To everyone who has sent us messages of support from around the world - thank you so much. 
It has been incredible to hear how you have adapted the playbook and made it work where you are.

To my Black Sheep team, I know we are tired but safety is in sight, so keep marching on.

Please continue to look after yourselves, each other and our guests. Lead by example and most 
importantly, keep washing your hands. 

The COVID-19 pandemic is unprecedented and unlike any crisis we, as a hospitality industry have 
had to face before. This is a manual on how we are attempting to get on top of the situation, stay 
ahead of the curve and come out the other end of it as a team with our values intact.

Prepare for criticism because no matter what you do, it will come. But if you are doing what 
you believe in your heart of hearts is right, the negativity tends not to pierce as deeply. We are 
conflicted every day about whether we are doing the right thing by keeping the restaurants open, 
even with the strictest protocols in place we know we are exposing our teams and possibly being 
part of the problem.

For now, we are living day to day, and every day that our team stays healthy and the restaurants 
stay open is a win for us. If the situation declines and government mandates a shutdown, we will 
be the first to get behind it, but until then we have a duty to our 1000+ community, many of whom 
have no financial buffer, to do everything we can to keep the lights on in their homes, keep their 
kids enrolled in school and a roof over their heads. 

Syed Asim Hussain 
Black Sheep Restaurants Co-founder
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Most obviously mandate hygiene practices across the board:

Useful: Guests are very sensitive to hygiene and anything that even looks messy will 
translate to unclean in their minds, so everyone’s uniforms, hair, nails, any surfaces guests 
can see, it all needs to be tidy and spotless, now more than ever. 

Masks for guests entering the restaurants are now mandatory (as per the government):

Share with teams the correct way to wear a mask:

Keep a stash at the entrance for anyone who forgets theirs.

HYGIENE

Handwashing every 30 minutes.

Hand sanitisers and wipes to be made available absolutely everywhere.

Make masks available and mandatory for all.

Scheduled sanitising of all shared surfaces every 30 minutes.

Increased cleaning across the board with an external agency deep 
sanitisation every 10 days. We use LBS.

Ban physical contact (no handshakes, high fives, fist bumps etc.).

Wash hands before and after putting on, or removing your mask.

Ensure the mask is covering your nose and mouth. If it is loose, loop the strings 
around your ears. Never wear it under your chin.

Do not fiddle with the mask. If you need to adjust it, do so from the strings. The 
front of the mask is the most contaminated so do not touch this part of the mask 
or leave it on surfaces.

Added 28 April 2020
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http://www.lbshygiene.com.hk/en/services#services_0157L
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HEALTH
Prepare for the worst and find out where there are hospitals or clinics testing 
for and treating the virus near you.

If you have team members that may struggle to communicate with a clinic 
in the local language, decide now who will be their ‘buddy’ in a medical 
emergency. 

F&B is not a work-from-home industry so there will always be exposure 
risks. Ensure your team understands those risks. We gave everyone the 
option to take an indefinite leave of absence with the promise that if we make 
it through this, their job will be waiting for them.  

Strongly discourage travel to your team for the moment. We have let our 
team know that if they do choose to do this now, they will need to self-isolate 
for 14 days

Invest in contactless thermometers and enforce daily, mandatory 
temperature checks for the team upon arrival. Anyone with a fever or other 
COVID-19 symptoms, send home.

Extend this to anyone who visits your premises and have deliveries left 
outside wherever possible. If not, have delivery persons also sign a Health 
Declaration (see ours here). 

While none of our team opted to take a leave of absence, a significant number 
had housemates or partners return to Hong Kong from overseas. So to avoid 
those team members having to self-isolate during their partners’ home 
quarantine period, we were able to find alternative temporary accommodation for 
them so that they could keep working.
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• 
 
 

• 
 

• 
 

•

•

Added 28 April 2020
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WITH GUESTS
Create a Health Declaration form (see ours here) that all guests must sign 
before entering the restaurant. Make sure they leave contact details and keep 
these safe so that you are able to contact everyone who dined with you if you 
need to (e.g. if there is a confirmed case of COVID-19 within the restaurant).  

Give your front-of-house team a line to explain to guests why it is necessary, 
e.g.: “With the sudden global spread of the virus we are trying our best to 
keep our community safe and are asking everyone to complete this health 
declaration.”

If guests decline to complete the form do not be afraid to turn them away 
(we had to turn more than 50 guests away in one night). They may be upset 
in the moment but it is absolutely the right thing to do to protect your team 
and your guests. It feels uncomfortable because we are in the business of 
hospitality but we have to understand the reality of the new world we exist in. 

For guests that complete the form, the next step is temperature checks. 
Anyone with a temperature of 37.5 degrees celsius or above cannot be 
accommodated and should consider seeking medical advice.

Try and think about various scenarios and give your teams guidance on how 
to handle them - what if someone who signed the health declaration starts 
displaying symptoms like coughing? What if you notice someone is wearing a 
quarantine bracelet?

• 
 

 
• 
 

 
• 
 
 
 

• 
 

•

Useful: If you have other venues close by, share info in real-time about potentially 
problematic guests. For instance, we had a group of guests who admitted at one restaurant 
they had all recently travelled together and were turned away but tried (unsuccessfully) 
to go to another one of our nearby venues with a different story. Consider creating a 
Whatsapp group with neighbouring bars and restaurants to share info.
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WITHIN THE RESTAURANT
Consider giving guests more space to physically distance themselves from 
each other. We are currently only setting every other table but are looking at 
more long term changes to the floor plans and will remove tables. We believe 
physical distancing is going to be part of the ‘new normal’ for the foreseeable 
future. 

Offer a hygienic option for guests to store their masks in during the meal.  
We use a small paper bag with a sticker, but even an envelope works.

You can never have too many wipes or hand sanitisers available, ideally 
something on every table.

We are looking into installing semi-permanent partition screens between tables 
which may mean guests can be seated closer than six feet to their nearest 
neighbour. 

We are monitoring the news regarding how the virus might be spread via 
air-conditioning. While the information right now seems inconclusive we are 
looking at airflow within the restaurants and possible filtration systems.

We consider the area outside of our restaurants our responsibility so we are 
looking at adding stickers to the ground six feet apart for guests queuing or 
waiting for pick up to observe.

When the maximum group gathering size in the city was four, we started taking 
bookings at many of our walk-in restaurants that previously only took large group 
bookings.

Currently, the maximum group gathering size in the city is eight and we have 
continued with this policy.
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• 

•
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•

Physical distancing has now been mandated by the government so tables need to be at least six 
feet apart:

Added 28 April 2020

Added 8 May 2020
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TEAM ORGANISATION
If you are a multi-venue group, identify the team members who travel 
between the restaurants and find a way of eliminating or at least severely 
limiting this. As the proximity of many of our restaurants is close, we have 
traditionally shared a lot of resources but have had to change this. Consider 
the impact of an area manager becoming ill and having to close every 
restaurant he/she has visited... Zoom is your new best friend. 

If you are a larger team like ours, consider splitting all your teams in two and 
scheduling so that the As and the Bs do not interact in-person, in or outside 
of work. This limits the impact so if someone on the As becomes ill and the 
rest of the As need to self-isolate, hopefully, the Bs can still keep working.

If you do go down the A-B team route, try and take into account any personal 
relationships within the teams. If you know team members are dating, 
sharing an apartment etc., just put them in the same group. The chances are 
they will be seeing each other outside of work anyway which will negate the 
purpose of splitting the teams.

• 
 

 
 
 
• 
 
 

•

Useful: Our team culture is that nobody is above service, so even our office team have gone 
through basic service training and have worked in the restaurants. Because of this they 
have been able to provide invaluable support on the floor at a time when their regular roles 
may be less relevant. 
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DELIVERY/TAKEAWAY
If you are using a delivery service, implement contactless delivery/pick-up from your 
restaurant. Do not have riders come into the restaurants. 

If delivery is new to you, consider also running a pick-up option in tandem to avoid the 
aggregator fees. We source our packaging here in Hong Kong from Wah Fat Household 
Wares.

Do not offer the entire menu for delivery/takeaway. Test which of your dishes travel well 
and if they don’t, don’t offer them. 

Go cashless if you can to limit unnecessary contact.

Think about pivoting your offering to something more pick-up friendly. See Mimi Cheng’s 
frozen dumplings for inspo. 

Get creative. We have our own proprietary delivery system that is running at capacity so 
we are coming up with new offerings that we can deliver outside of peak times that are 
also fun and interactive for guests e.g. a make-your-own pizza kit from Motorino. 

• 

• 
 

• 

•

• 

•

http://www.wahfathw.com/
http://www.wahfathw.com/
https://www.instagram.com/mimichengs/
https://www.instagram.com/mimichengs/
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MANAGING MENUS AND F&B COSTS

FOOD SUPPLY CHAIN DISRUPTIONS

While there is so much unknown we have tried to follow what feel like are 
common-sense practices.

Eliminate buffets.

Run with reduced menus to help with food cost and wastage. Eliminate raw proteins, 
specials and lowest selling menu items. Guests have been very understanding of our 
streamlined menus.

Work with suppliers to ensure quality and freshness of product and produce.

Keep small inventories.  

Commit to bulk orders. At Black Sheep Restaurants, we committed to a year of purchasing 
with our vendors to try and ensure consistent supply product. If you are a smaller operator, 
it is important to have an open dialogue with your suppliers. Keep in touch with them to 
help stay on top of ingredient availability and to communicate the quantities you need or 
substitutes that can be offered.

Plan ahead. Demanding ingredients on short notice is no longer feasible; many vendors may 
need time to source or allot the necessary produce.

Remain flexible with the ingredients in your dishes, think about substitutes in case you run 
low or it is unavailable for an order cycle.

Anticipate major disruptions in the food supply chain, especially with ingredients that are 
typically sourced overseas. We are just starting to see the impact that COVID-19 will have 
on the availability of crops and seasonal produce but quarantine controls around the world 
are already preventing migrant seasonal workers from getting to the crops where they are 
needed. In France there has already been a call to its citizens to help offset this shortfall of 
workers.

•

• 
 

•

•

 
 

•

•

•

Added 5 May 2020

Created by Wichai Wi
from the Noun Project
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READJUSTING YOUR ECONOMICS

STRATEGIC PLANNING

COST MANAGEMENT

PEOPLE MANAGEMENT

INTERNAL

EXTERNAL

In these circumstances cash is the lifeline of any business. The importance of 
managing cash cannot be overstated.

Run a cash flow analysis on a weekly and monthly basis to know where you 
stand.

Put an immediate hold on all non-essential expenses. Only critical expenses 
should be processed while expenses such as part-time payroll should be on 
hold.

Things get cyclical with good weeks vs. bad weeks so get used to the nature 
of how things take place and the need to be financially agile.

Freeze all hiring and recruitment efforts.

Travel is a big expense in our world so all travel has been suspended 
indefinitely.   

Review the expense approval process more stringently and have fewer people 
authorised to approve expenses so everything is funneled with more scrutiny 
and by the same people.

Have honest conversations with highest earners and discuss sacrifices such 
as unpaid leave and pay cuts to help with the survival of the business.

Have open conversations with suppliers, vendors and landlords about 
discounts or pushing back payments. Do not ignore them or they will think 
you are going out of business.

• 

• 

• 
 

• 

•

• 

•

•
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COMMUNICATIONS
Ensure that the messaging across all of your platforms (social media, emails, EDMs, press 
releases, conversations with guests etc.) is aligned and timely. Prepare for a guest or a 
team member to test positive for the virus as if it is inevitable (because it basically is).

If you react quickly, sincerely and transparently, that is half the battle won already.

GUEST RELATIONS
Guests will be frustrated, stressed and scared. This often manifests as anger 
towards us, but stay empathetic in the face of emotional responses. 

Here in Hong Kong, if a guest tests positive be prepared to have very little to share due 
to the confidential nature of such information. It is unlikely that you will get the exact 
date and time of the visit. 

When we were informed that a guest of one of our restaurants had tested positive, in 
addition to the external comms we put out (see below for template), we reached out to 
every guest individually. Do not forget to let guests with upcoming reservations know 
that they cannot be accommodated, and provide alternatives if you can.

Ensure you have team members on hand to answer all calls and emails (there will be a 
lot) in real-time, even when you are closed. Redirect phones if you need to.

Remember that as a restaurant group we are not qualified to give medical advice or 
advise on next steps for guests. Always direct them to the appropriate government 
website for further advice and protocol. 

Dealing with recovered guests: Recognise that your team are just as nervous about the 
virus as guests are and have mixed feelings about welcoming back recovered guests. The 
uncertainty around reinfection and immunity make it hard to fully embrace them so we 
are exercising extreme caution and have reached out to guests that we know have been ill 
to speak to them candidly about how they are feeling, as well as how we are feeling about 
welcoming them back. We try do this with honesty and humility, letting them know that 
we miss them, but that we need more time for the science to give us more clarity on the 
situation. We can of course still deliver to them.

Obviously when dealing with this kind of extremely sensitive guest information it should not 
be shared with the wider teams.

• 
 

• 
 
 
 

• 
 

•

•

Added 28 April 2020

https://www.chp.gov.hk/en/features/102624.html 
https://www.chp.gov.hk/en/features/102624.html 
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EXTERNAL COMMUNICATIONS

Useful: Be sensitive to the mood of the city. If your restaurants are open, look carefully at all the 
comms you are putting out. Triple check everything going on social; captions that were harmless a few 
months ago (e.g. How good does this <dish> look? What are you waiting for?!) are suddenly a minefield. 

Prepare templates of comms for various scenarios that you can adapt quickly and use 
across all platforms (see below for samples).

If you do find yourself dealing with a situation where someone on your premises has 
COVID-19, over-communicate with the public. It is better to bombard them with updates 
and share the information that you have across all your platforms than to appear to be 
hiding anything.  

If you have any negative responses to your comms on public platforms, do not delete 
them. In a crisis, people want all the information and any kind of censorship is very 
upsetting. If it is valid, take it offline. If it is trolling, just ignore.

Determine your media strategy. We prefer good news to reach our guests from the 
press, but bad news should come from us. We are fortunate to have a big database 
and good engagement on our social media so we did not feel the need to send a press 
release about the temporary closure of our restaurant (if everyone already knows it 
then it is not newsworthy). But prepare holding statements to give to media, especially 
if your press-facing representatives are operations-focused, the chances are they will 
be too busy handling the crisis to chat to journalists. But ‘declined to comment’ or ‘has 
not responded’ also can read as though you are hiding something so prepare to answer 
press enquiries with at least a one-liner. 

• 

• 
 
 

• 
 
 

•

Wearing masks, although essential, means that it is harder to read guests and for them to 
read us. Keeping positive body language (always a part of our host training) is essential. In 
restaurants where the host stand is a distance away from the entrance, a smile is no longer 
enough and we are encouraging a small wave to greet guests. And of course we all need to 
speak slower and louder. It is amazing how much unconscious lip-reading we all do when the 
music is a bit loud or we have accents that guests are not used to hearing (and vice versa).

We have updated the copy on our confirmation emails which gives all the protocols that guests 
will have to adhere to before entering our restaurants. It is the same as the health declaration 
form so there are no surprised for guests at the door. We also give more or less the same spiel 
to them over the phone when they call to make a reservation or when we have to follow-up to 
confirm bookings. We tell them they will have to sign a form, let them know about temperature 
checks and remind them if anyone in the group has been out of HK within the last 14 days we 
kindly ask that they refrain from dining with us at this time. We know this is repetitive but again, 
we just want to set expectations.

•

•

Added 5 May 2020
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SAMPLE COMMS TEMPLATES

A GUEST VISITS WHO HAS COVID-19:

In these challenging times, we believe complete transparency is the only way forward and need to 
share that the Health Department has informed us that a guest that visited <restaurant> has tested 
positive for COVID-19. Our Guest Relations team is currently reaching out to everyone who has dined 
in the last <?> days to let them know they may have been exposed. 

Out of an abundance of care, <restaurant> will remain closed until further notice and is being 
industrially sanitised, while all team members are self-isolating. We apologise to everyone who had 
upcoming reservations for the inconvenience, and we look forward to welcoming you back when we 
feel it is safe to do so.

A TEAM MEMBER TESTS POSITIVE FOR COVID-19:

We are heartbroken to announce that a team member from <restaurant> has tested positive for 
COVID-19. While right now we do not know for sure when he/she became infected, our Guest 
Relations team is currently reaching out to everyone who has dined in the last 14 days to let them 
know they may have come into contact with this <insert job function>. The restaurant is closed 
indefinitely for deep sanitisation and the full team is in self-isolation and being tested. At the moment 
no other team members are experiencing symptoms but as soon as we have more information, we 
will share it here. 

In the meantime, if you have any queries please contact us via <insert email> and we will do our best 
to answer them. Our thoughts are with our teammate who is currently receiving care from some of 
the incredible healthcare workers our city is so fortunate to have. We wish everyone who has been 
directly affected by this devastating virus a speedy recovery and we look forward to happier times for 
all of us.

EXTERNAL COMMUNICATIONS



1515SOP: COVID-19 PLAYBOOK BLACK SHEEP RESTAURANTS 2020

This is never more important than in a crisis. As with external comms, keep 
communication lines open and transparent, everyone fears the unknown and there is so 
much unknown at the moment, so sharing is crucial. Where possible have your internal 
messaging go out before your external messaging. It is never preferable for guests to have 
more information than your team members. 

Do whatever it takes to make your team understand that there is no shame around 
COVID-19 and that they will never be penalised for communicating with you. Sample 
messaging we sent out:

Right now we cannot stress enough how important it is to keep us updated around anything to do with 
the virus that is happening in your personal life:

Someone in your apartment building tests positive – let us know. 
Someone you live with may have been exposed at their place of work – let us know.  
You or your partner experience even mild symptoms – let us know.

We will never be upset if you communicate with us. There is NO stigma around having this virus, we 
will not make your identity known to the wider team but we do need to be able to get you and your 
immediate colleagues the tests and the help that you need.

Although we are doing everything we can to avoid redundancies, we have had to 
implement some unpaid leave and pay cuts. As we do not know if/when the business 
will come back, we created a document that reminds our teams a) of the importance of 
health but b) also the importance of managing their finances. If there are team members 
who may struggle in the local language, check in with them and see if they need help 
negotiating rental reductions with their landlords or filling out government aid forms etc. 

Get a full buy-in from the team around all of the hygiene and health protocols. We created 
signage for back-of-house areas across all the restaurants to remind everyone daily.

If you have the capacity, try and provide some morale-boosting gestures. We were able 
work with a supplier to get a large batch of oranges so we are making immune-boosting 
juice shots for the teams and we are currently in the planning stages of our first Black 
Sheep Social Distancing Olympics! 

Get a full buy-in from the team around all of the hygiene and health protocols. 
We created signage for back-of-house areas across all the restaurants to remind 
everyone daily.

Do not assume your team are watching the same news sources and have the same 
information that you do. Try and stamp out any rumours or misinformation around the virus, 
there are a lot out there.

• 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• 
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•

•

•

INTERNAL COMMUNICATIONS

Added 28 April 2020
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THE ROAD AHEAD
It is important to stay optimistic but also realistic about the future. It is going to 
be a long time (if ever) that the restaurant landscape looks the way it used to.

Adaptation has always been the key to survival and if you are a small organisation 
this is easier for you, so maximise your strengths. What you lack in resources you 
can make up for in agility. If you are bigger and traditionally have many layers of 
approval to push decisions through, consider even a temporary restructure that 
allows you to be swift and use your resources to get creative.

In adversity there is always opportunity, to learn, to grow and to do things 
differently. Here in Hong Kong, we know that the dining scene is going to look 
very different when the dust settles. Since last summer, thousands of restaurants 
have already closed permanently. If we make it through this (and we will), while 
there will be less competition in the market, our guests will also have less 
expendable cash. We need to consider what the ‘new normal’ will look like and 
how we can best cater to this new face of diners. 

We wish all of you in the industry good luck and good health and if there is 
anything you want to ask us, please do reach out and we will do our best to help. 
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APPENDIX
HEALTH DECLARATION FORM
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APPENDIX
LIFE HACKS PAGE 1
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APPENDIX
LIFE HACKS PAGE 2
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APPENDIX
USEFUL REFERENCES

McKinsey & Company: Delivering When It Matters: Quick-Service Restaurants in 
Coronovirus Times

The New York Times: How Coronavirus Infected Some, but Not All, in a 
Restaurant

CatchOn: Can The Restaurant Industry Survive Covid-19

The Daily: Coronovirus Coverage by The Daily & Donald G. McNeil Jr. of The New 
York Times

Foodbeast: The Disgusting Truth About Wearing Gloves While Handling Food

CDC: COVID-19 Outbreak Associated with Air Conditioning in Restaurant, 
Guangzhou, China, 2020

Nielsen Hong Kong: What’s Next After the COVID-19 Pandemic?

Business Insider: 3 Crucial Mistakes to Avoid if You’re Wearing a Face Mask to 
Stop the Coronovirus

Medium: Belgian-Dutch Study: Why in Times of COVID-19 You Should Not Walk/
Run/Bike Close Behind Each Other

BBC News: Coronovirus: How Can I Shop or Get Deliveries and Takeaways Safely?

https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/retail/our-insights/delivering-when-it-matters-quick-service-restaurants-in-coronavirus-times?cid=other-eml-alt-mip-mck&hlkid=fdc584cd776c4b12a6b89efb8628e87d&hctky=2896004&hdpid=3f20cd2d-b0b2-447e-8340-0a6c31f50406
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/retail/our-insights/delivering-when-it-matters-quick-service-restaurants-in-coronavirus-times?cid=other-eml-alt-mip-mck&hlkid=fdc584cd776c4b12a6b89efb8628e87d&hctky=2896004&hdpid=3f20cd2d-b0b2-447e-8340-0a6c31f50406
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/20/health/airflow-coronavirus-restaurants.html?referringSource=articleShare
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/20/health/airflow-coronavirus-restaurants.html?referringSource=articleShare
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lDz3vtwlmSM
https://open.spotify.com/playlist/5iokjc3hnGIZQksZOc4QvV?si=ov6MikJZQL6L2psT5yECNQ
https://open.spotify.com/playlist/5iokjc3hnGIZQksZOc4QvV?si=ov6MikJZQL6L2psT5yECNQ
https://www.foodbeast.com/news/glove-prep-cross-cont/
https://wwwnc.cdc.gov/eid/article/26/7/20-0764_article#tnF1
https://wwwnc.cdc.gov/eid/article/26/7/20-0764_article#tnF1
https://register.gotowebinar.com/recording/5079018449192327939
https://www.businessinsider.com/mistakes-to-avoid-wearing-a-face-mask-coronavirus-2020-4
https://www.businessinsider.com/mistakes-to-avoid-wearing-a-face-mask-coronavirus-2020-4
https://medium.com/@jurgenthoelen/belgian-dutch-study-why-in-times-of-covid-19-you-can-not-walk-run-bike-close-to-each-other-a5df19c77d08
https://medium.com/@jurgenthoelen/belgian-dutch-study-why-in-times-of-covid-19-you-can-not-walk-run-bike-close-to-each-other-a5df19c77d08
https://www.bbc.com/news/science-environment-52040138

