
A GUIDE TO  
DEVELOP A 
FOOD GRADING 
PROGRAM  
IN YOUR  
COMMUNITY

RESTAURANT GRADING TOOLKIT:

City of Newton
Health and Human Services

Spring 2017

Recognized by the 
National Association 
of County and City 

Health Officials 
(NACCHO) Model 

Practices Program



WRITTEN BY

Aimee Sullivan, Standards Coordinator

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Robin Williams, Senior Environmental Health Specialist, City of Newton Health and Human Services

John McNally, Senior Environmental Health Specialist, City of Newton Health and Human Services

Kyle Simpson, Junior Environmental Health Specialist, City of Newton Health and Human Services

Kofi Appawu, Junior Environmental Health Specialist, City of Newton Health and Human Services

Erin Egan, Assistant Program Specialist, City of Newton Health and Human Services

Linda Walsh, Deputy Commissioner, City of Newton Health and Human Services

Dr. Deborah Youngblood, Commissioner, City of Newton Health and Human Services

STAKEHOLDER ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

City of Newton Executive Office: Mayor Setti Warren and Dr. Dori Zaleznik

Newton Food Establishments

Newton-Needham Chamber of Commerce

Massachusetts Restaurant Association

Food and Drug Administration

Thank you to the above stakeholder partners who enabled us to create an  

accessible, transparent, and sustainable food safety grading system.

A GUIDE TO DEVELOP A  
FOOD GRADING PROGRAM  
IN YOUR COMMUNITY

RESTAURANT GRADING TOOLKIT:

Spring 2017

The City of Newton Food Grading System Toolkit has been selected as 

a Model Practice by the National Association of County and City Health 

Officials (NACCHO) Model Practices Program. The selection of this program 

as a model practice means that it demonstrates exemplary and replicable 

qualities in response to a local public health need. The program reflects 

a strong local health department role, collaboration, innovation, and has 

demonstrated its value by undergoing a vigorous peer-evaluation. 

Please use the following citation when referencing this report: 

Sullivan, A. (2017). Restaurant Grading Toolkit: A guide to develop a food grading 

program in your community. City of Newton Department of Health and Human 

Services. Newton, MA.

CITY OF NEWTON EXECUTIVE OFFICE
Mayor Setti Warren and Dr. Dori Zaleznik



TABLE OF CONTENTS
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .1

HOW TO USE THIS TOOLKIT  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 2

SECTION 1: GRADING IMPLEMENTATION GUIDE  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 5
Step 1: Outreach—Industry, Community, & Other Stakeholders  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .6

Step 2: Apply for Funding  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 7

Step 3: Stakeholder Outreach  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .9

Step 4: Updating the Inspection Program  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 11

Step 5: Create Initial Plans  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .14

Step 6: Pilot Program  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .18

Step 7: Phase 1—Trial Grade Process  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .19

Step 8: Pass Regulations  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 20

Step 9: Phase 2—Announced Inspections  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .21

Step 10: Phase 3—Unannounced Inspections   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .23

SECTION 2: POLICIES AND PROCEDURES  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 25
Inspection Form   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 26

Matrix (Grading Rubric)  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 42

Regulations/Update to 2013 FDA Code  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 43

Development of Inspection Schedule   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 46

Placard and Posting Rules   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 48

Grade Placard(s)  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 50

GIS map   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 51

Advertising  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 51

SECTION 3: POST-IMPLEMENTATION  
AND BEST PRACTICES  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 55
Evaluation  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 56

Best Practices   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .61

SECTION 4: APPENDICES  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 63
Appendix A: Newton’s History  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 64

FDA VOLUNTARY GUIDELINES / MAIN FUNDING STREAM   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .64

IMPORTANT STAKEHOLDERS  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .65

BARRIERS TO IMPLEMENTATION  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .66

Appendix B: Grading System Research   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 69

GRADING AND THE RELATIONSHIP TO DECREASED FOODBORNE ILLNESS   .  .  .  .69

GRADING AS RISK COMMUNICATION TO CONSUMERS   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .69

OTHER GRADING SYSTEMS IN THE U .S .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 71

CRITICISMS OF FOOD GRADING SYSTEMS   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 71

REFERENCES  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 72



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Food grading systems are used in many places to disclose food safety 

inspection results to consumers. The City of Newton Health and Human 

Services Department has implemented a food grading program that adheres 

to the most recent FDA (United States Food and Drug Administration) 

Food Code (2013), and this toolkit has been created to guide other 

health departments through the process of designing, implementing, and 

evaluating a food grading system. The department is unaware of any other 

food grading toolkits for public health professionals.

Newton’s demographics represent a population of about 88,000 people 

(80% white, 13% Asian, 3.5% Black or African American, and 3.5% mixed or 

other races) with an average yearly household income of about $120,000. 

Newton has more than 400 food establishments, of which 225 are included 

in the grading system. Considering the diversity of Massachusetts and the 

United States as a whole, Newton varies significantly. What seems to be 

working in Newton may not necessarily fit in all other communities due 

to demographic and socioeconomic differences. However, there are many 

elements of this toolkit that may be of use to your community, regardless of 

whether or not the whole process is applicable.

Newton chose to adopt a grading system for a variety of reasons. The 

first, and most important, was to increase the focus on Active Managerial 

Controls and better food safety practices in restaurants in order to decrease 

the occurrence of foodborne illness. One key strategy toward that goal 
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There is currently a lot of variability in the structure and efficacy of food 

grading programs, and a major goal of the Restaurant Grading Toolkit is to 

standardize the food grading process by providing a framework for other 

health departments.

A step-by-step guide is provided for the design, implementation, and 

evaluation process. Efforts to standardize the food inspection process are 

discussed, and a framework is provided to design and plan food grading. 

Newton used a three-phase process to help stakeholders implement 

food grading. A period of trial grades, announced inspections, and finally 

unannounced inspections helped shape Newton’s grading system. We 

believe that this gradual process has significant benefits when implementing 

a grading system. Best practices are also identified from Newton’s 

experience in implementing a food grading system to help guide other 

communities with lessons learned. The Policies and Procedures section of 

the toolkit provides guidance, as well as templates of policies, procedures, 

and forms that can be used and/or modified for your community. The toolkit 

provides a comprehensive account of the steps, strategies, challenges, and 

outcomes of the transition to a food grading program. 

YEAR 4:
Unannounced-visit 
grading; data collection 
and evaluation

 � $5,000 Electronic 
inspection software 
yearly cost

 � $20,000 Part-time 
SC/consultant salary

 � $500 printing/
postage

YEAR 3:
Trial grading; finalizing 
documents (placards, 
regulations, policies); 
announced-visit 
grading

 � $5,000 Electronic 
inspection software 
yearly cost

 � $20,000 Part-time 
SC/consultant salary

 � $500 Printing/
postage

YEAR 2: 
Pilot program; meeting 
with stakeholders; 
adopting electronic 
inspection form

 � $5,000 Electronic 
inspection software 
yearly cost

 � $20,000 Part-time 
SC/consultant salary

 � $500 Printing/
postage

YEAR 1: 
Started initial 
conversation about 
grading system; 
formulated initial plans

 � $20,000 Electronic 
inspection software 
initial cost

 � $20,000 Hiring 
part-time Standards 
Coordinator (SC) or 
consultant to help 
with grading process

PROJECTED TIMELINE AND COST

was to commit to adhering to the nine FDA Voluntary National Retail Food 

Regulatory Program Standards because these standards represent the 

highest level of compliance toward food safety. Thus, Newton applied for a 

grant to adhere to the Standards, and a large part of the grant application 

included plans to adopt a grading system simultaneously. 

Another reason Newton chose to adopt the grading system was to increase 

the public’s ability to know the results of food safety inspections to aid 

personal decision making. Grades are easier to understand by the typical 

consumer (or general public) and therefore allow the consumer to see the 

grade associated with the food safety practices of any given restaurant 

without having to view an inspection report. 

Early evidence from our program documented improvement in overall food 

safety practices over a one-year time period. Newton used a three-phase 

process to help stakeholders ease into food grading. A period of trial grades, 

announced inspections, and finally unannounced inspections helped shape 

Newton’s grading system. The chart on the previous page shows the average 

grades from the first three rounds of grading that have been completed. 

Restaurants improved initially from the trial grade to announced grade 

phase. There has been a small decrease in the average grade from the 

announced to unannounced inspection grading phases. Overall, the grades 

show that most restaurants are in the Excellent and Superior categories and 

that, compared to the trial grades (when restaurants were not required to 

post grades and the grading system had not officially started), improvements 

were made in food safety practices to obtain better grades in the 

subsequent grading phases. Hence, given that Newton’s main goal centered 

on the sustained improvement of food safety practices, all initial indicators 

point to our investment in building and implementing a food grading system 

being a success.

HOW TO USE THIS TOOLKIT
This toolkit is meant to serve as a framework for other health departments 

to guide them through the process of designing and implementing a food 

grading system. The toolkit will help build a solid knowledge base and offer 

concrete tools and strategies.

Toolkit Organization: This Food Grading System Toolkit is divided into four 

parts: a Grading Implementation Guide, a Policies and Procedures section, 

a Post-Implementation and Best Practices section, and an appendix which 

includes Newton’s history with implementing a grading system and a 

review of the literature on food grading. A review of the literature was done 

to determine the burden of foodborne illness, the state of food grading 

systems, and specifically the use of food grading as risk communication. 
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STEP 1: 
Outreach—Industry, Community,  
& Other Stakeholders
It is very important to keep the restaurant industry apprised of your plans to 

implement a grading system. The restaurants are, after all, the ones that will 

be most greatly affected by the change, and giving them a voice in it is hard 

but worthwhile. Newton found it very helpful to have multiple meetings with 

the restaurant group during implementation, and several suggestions made 

by restaurant managers and owners were integrated into the plan. It may 

help communities to create an “Advisory Group” or something similar that is 

composed of restaurant owners and managers. 

There are many avenues a community can use to notify the restaurant 

industry of the plans to implement a grading system. Email lists are a good 

place to start. If your community does not have an email list of all of your 

restaurants, it may be a good idea to start one. Given the amount of updates 

and changes that are likely during implementation, having a consistent way 

to contact people is essential. There are many platforms that exist such as 

MailChimp and Constant Contact that can make very professional-looking 

emails for your restaurant group. Another option is a mailing list. Though 

the information is the same, mailing takes time and money, whereas email 

is instant and free. Creating a website on your community’s official page is 

another idea for the dissemination of information. 

STEP 2:
Apply for Funding
A health department that plans to design and implement food grading 

should be aware of Federal and State resources that may be able to fund 

a project like this. A number of grants may exist to assist communities in 

conforming to the nine FDA Retail Food Regulatory Program Standards. 

Incorporating these standards into a department’s food safety program 

promotes active managerial control of risk factors most commonly associated 

with foodborne illness, and establishes a recommended framework for 

retail food programs. A health department can enroll in the FDA Voluntary 

National Retail Food Regulatory Program Standards, and with enrollment 

become eligible to apply for most FDA and AFDO (Association of Food 

and Drug Officials) grant funding. Conforming to the nine FDA Retail Food 

Regulatory Program Standards not only assists in writing grading system 

policies and procedures, it also helps in attaining standardization of the way 

inspectors conduct inspections. This greatly reduces the subjectivity of the 

inspection, which is one of the major criticisms of jurisdictions with grading 

systems that have multiple inspectors. 

Maintaining 
Grading  
System 

Implementation 
Transparency

Health 
Department

Local Chamber 
of Commerce 

(or related 
organization)

FDA/Retail 
Program 

Standards

Consumers State Restaurant  
Assoc.

Restaurant  
Industry

City/Town  
Executive  

Office

Newton invited all restaurants 

that were to be included in the 

grading system to be a part of 

the meetings, and usually about 

25-30 people showed up to each 

one. One of the comments from a 

restauranteur when the grading 

system officially began was that 

Newton had done a great job of 

giving restaurants a say in the 

process.

Newton created a listserv 

of all the restaurants and 

consistently sent emails about 

trainings, grading updates, 

and other news. Newton 

also has a designated page 

on the City website that is 

devoted to resources for 

restaurant owners. The page 

contains monthly newsletters, 

GIS grading map, food 

safety templates, and during 

implementation it included 

grading system information.

What will my jurisdiction spend money on?

 � Hiring a coordinator
 � Funding existing staff overtime

 � Initial and yearly cost  � Consumer education
 � Newspaper articles
 � Pushing out information through 

all types of media

Staff Electronic Inspection Form Advertising

 � Grant awards range from $500-$20,000 depending on award type and project
 � All projects must coincide with working towards complying with one or more FDA Standard
 � Single-year grant cycle

AFDO/FDA Categories 1-3 Projects

 � $70,000/yr., 5 years
 � Working to reach nine FDA Standards
 � Alternate project, such as a grading system, that is an acceptable use of project money

FDA Cooperative Agreement

6 | RESTAURANT GRADING TOOLKIT A GUIDE TO DEVELOP A FOOD GRADING PROGRAM IN YOUR COMMUNITY | 7

SECTIO
N

 1
G

R
A

D
IN

G
 IM

P
LEM

EN
TATIO

N
 G

U
ID

E



The 2013 FDA Food Code indicates that inspections must be completed on 

a risk-based schedule and frequency. In other words, restaurants that are 

more risky (Level 4’s such as full-service restaurants) should be inspected 

four times per year, whereas restaurants that are less risky (Level 3’s and 

Level 2’s, such as pizza shops and convenience stores) should be inspected 

three and two times per year respectively (see 2013 FDA Food Code Annex 

5). Assigning the appropriate risk designations to restaurants will assist 

your community in creating an inspection schedule (if you do not have one 

already). It will allow you to see how many inspections your inspectors will 

need to complete on a yearly basis and whether or not it might be beneficial 

for you to hire extra help to complete all of the inspections that are required. 

Advertising the grading system in your community can be an ongoing cost. 

Prior to implementation, you might need to advertise restaurant group 

meetings (if you choose to). During implementation, advertising to the 

public and the restaurant industry about how you plan to implement is very 

important. It helps ensure that consumers and restaurants alike know about 

the grading system and what to expect. Depending on your city/town’s 

governmental structure, you might be required to post adopted regulations/

ordinances in the newspaper in order to make them official. Printing 

materials for various trainings, brochures for consumers, and countless other 

materials also could require a fair amount of printing and advertising costs.

STEP 3:
Stakeholder Outreach

OUTREACH- INDUSTRY, COMMUNITY,  
& OTHER STAKEHOLDERS

There are many stakeholders who should be taken into consideration when 

implementing food grading. The governing board of your city or town must 

be consulted prior to initiating food grading to be sure they agree with 

the system itself, and to have their backing and support when it comes to 

interacting with both businesses and consumers. It is helpful to meet with 

the city/town officials (executive office, board of health members, city/

town representatives) prior to and during implementation to ensure that 

the grading system procedures that you plan to adopt coincide with the 

goals of the city/town officials. For example, in Newton, when a restaurant 

owner complains to the mayor about his poor grade and how it could affect 

his bottom line, the mayor is familiar with the program and prepared to 

respond. 

AVAILABLE FUNDING

FDA Cooperative Agreement: The Food and Drug Administration offers 

a cooperative agreement to communities interested in conforming to the 

nine FDA Retail Regulatory Program Standards. Newton used this grant to 

comply with the Standards and simultaneously fund the implementation 

of the grading system. Currently, the FDA Cooperative Agreement offers 

communities that receive the funding $70,000 per year for five years. The 

grant reporting is similar to that of many federally appropriated grants, with 

quarterly financial reporting, mid-year progress reporting, and one final 

report at the conclusion of the fiscal year. 

AFDO (the Association of Food and Drug Officials): This organization 

offers smaller grant funding to communities, again, that are enrolled in the 

FDA Program Standards. There are three categories of the funding: Level 1 

funding (up to $3,000), which assists communities in completing an initial 

self-assessment of the Standards; Level 2 (up to $3,000) funding, which 

assists communities in providing training opportunities to inspection staff; 

and Level 3 (up to $20,000) funding, which assists communities with larger 

projects they wish to complete. Each of these grants provides communities 

with a one-time reimbursement funding stream that can be used for a 

variety of projects. Currently, Newton receives $3,000 for inspector training 

and $20,000 for special projects (namely, the production of this toolkit). 

Both of these funding sources can be used to implement a grading system.

MONETARY REQUIREMENTS

Funding can be very helpful in implementing your grading system. 

Upgrading to an electronic inspection form is not necessary but highly 

recommended for many reasons—reducing subjectivity, enhancing legibility, 

and accelerating form completion, among other things. 

Money may also be required to reimburse or fund additional staff who work 

on the implementation. 

The inspection form to which Newton upgraded costs the City 

approximately $4,500/year (for four inspector computers, one hub 

computer, and four additional tablets for use in the field).

Communities that wish to implement a grading system should assess 

whether or not they have a staff person who could complete all of this 

work during the given workday. If not, it is strongly recommended that a 

consultant be hired to help. Another option would be to use a regular staff 

person for the grading system work, and hire a consultant to conduct the 

day-to-day food inspections.

Newton hired a nearly full-time 

Standards Coordinator to work  

on the FDA Cooperative 

Agreement to comply with the 

nine FDA Program Standards  

and implement a grading system. 

The behind-the-scenes work that 

the Coordinator did to implement 

the grading system included:

 � Developing the electronic 

inspection form which met 

Newton’s needs regarding 

assigning points, etc.

 � Coordinating meetings with 

the restaurant advisory group

 � Coordinating the pilot 

program and evaluating  

the results

 � Creating policies, forms,  

and templates

 � Coordinating food safety 

trainings with the food 

establishments

 � Analyzing data from all three 

phases of the grading system

Most of these activities linked 

together nicely with the 

Cooperative Agreement work.
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Departmental 
Procedures

Voluntary Compliance 
with the nine FDA Retail 

Program Standards

Inspection Form StaffLatest Food Code

Staff trained  
according to CFP 
(Conference for 

Food Protection)

Ensures compliance  
with FDA Program 

Standards and  
Food Code

Reduce 
subjectivity 

of inspection 
process

Reduce 
subjectivity 

of inspection 
process

Creates logical 
systems to put 

in place for your 
program

Contains most 
recent scientific 
information on 

food safety

Electronic form: 
legibility, ease 

of manipulation, 
storage of records

Finally, the FDA is a beneficial stakeholder to consider, given the applicability 

of the nine FDA Program Standards to the implementation of a grading 

system. A jurisdiction’s compliance with the FDA Program Standards can 

help support your community’s approach its implementation. (For more 

information about how the FDA Program Standards can help support your 

grading system, see Appendix A: Newton’s History.)

STEP 4:
Updating the Inspection Program
It is important that your department’s inspection program be up-to-

date on local and federal laws and regulations prior to implementing a 

grading system because the most recent Food Code coincides with the 

latest food safety research. First, a community should be sure that its rules 

and regulations (i.e., what Food Code it is following) are equivalent to, if 

not more stringent than, what its state food protection program is using. 

It is important to be able to back up the program (both in policies and 

procedures and in the implementation of a grading system), knowing  

that the food protection policies and procedures follow the most recent 

research available.

Food establishments are another key stakeholder and should be kept 

informed at every step of the process. Hosting open meetings with owners 

and managers of food establishments to outline plans and receive feedback 

is a good way to reach out and gain support. Another idea is to maintain 

an email list, website, and any other social forum that might work in your 

community to keep establishments up-to-date with the latest information 

about your grading system. The state restaurant association and local 

chamber of commerce (or similar organizations in your community/state) 

should also be informed of plans to begin food grading. Including these 

organizations in meetings you hold with the restaurant community is a good 

way to build a partnership with them. 

Food grading should also be advertised to consumers so they are aware 

of food grading—what it means, what it doesn’t mean, and how to 

interpret the grade. Local media outlets should also be kept informed 

and can get information out to consumers in the form of a feature article. 

Ideally, consumers are a part of the planning process (in conjunction with 

the restaurant industry) and have input in decisions about methods of 

disclosure, such as letter grades, numerical scores, statements, faces, emojis, 

or some combination thereof, as well as other aspects of the grading 

system. Within the health department, there need to be regularly scheduled 

meetings for open discussions and communication with the inspectors who 

need to be consulted on how to implement uniform food grading.

 � Various methods of 

communication were used to 

notify and keep consumers and 

the restaurant industry in the 

loop about grading system plans

 � Additional stakeholders kept 

in contact with the Health 

Department via email and phone 

IMPORTANT POINTS:

 � Accurate and consistent  

messaging is important

 � More information = better 

stakeholder relationship

Email Listserv

Restaurant Website

Mailings

Newspaper Articles

Newsletters

Brochures

Consumer Website

RESTAURANT 
INDUSTRY

CONSUMERS
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use to determine the next inspection dates of the restaurants you inspect. 

It is very important to maintain a strict risk-based inspection schedule with 

your new food grading system because food establishments that receive 

poor grades may want an inspection as soon as possible (to expunge the 

bad grade). If you keep a schedule of restaurants due to be inspected (and 

ensure that inspectors keep up-to-date with their inspections), you can 

inform food establishments that you are following the risk-based inspection 

schedule and that their restaurant will be inspected on time according to 

their risk level. 

It took Newton more than three years to incorporate the updated 

inspection program and fully implement the grading system.

Completing inspection program updates may seem like a daunting task. 

Remember that these changes are not meant to take place quickly. It is likely 

that the changes will take years to complete (especially inspector training 

and updating the inspection program policies). The changes that were made 

in Newton took place in conjunction with the implementation of the grading 

system and were the impetus for much of the work done to complete 

some of the FDA Program Standards. The FDA Program Standards take 

years to complete, although improvements to the inspection program itself 

can take only a few months with the continuous adoption of new policies 

and procedures that coincide with different program standards. (For more 

information and context about the FDA Program Standards, visit Appendix A: 

Newton’s History).

If your community plans to use compliance with the FDA Program Standards 

to go along with implementation of the grading system, there are a number 

of standards that coincide with updating your inspection program. Standard 

2 (Trained Regulatory Staff) pertains to training program staff (inspectors) in 

Inspectors should also be educated according to the most recent research. 

The FDA offers an online training program called ORA U (Office of Regulatory 

Affairs “University”). The program offers more than 25 courses, including 

Microbiology, Epidemiology, Communication Skills, Public Health Principles, 

Prevailing Laws, Regulations and Statutes, and more. These courses are 

meant to supplement the background education that all inspectors in 

environmental health or related fields should have. Each course is about 

two hours long and gives a good background to how inspections should be 

done, the science behind food pathogens, and how to protect the public’s 

health. 

Another option is the Conference for Food Protection (CFP), a nonprofit 

organization that provides a manual for inspector training. This manual 

is intended for training new inspectors and includes completing joint 

inspections prior to individual field work, learning from an experienced 

inspector, and completing coursework. This training complies with FDA 

Retail Program Standard 2. When inspectors complete all training required 

for Standard 2, they are considered “standardized” by the FDA. Having 

standardized inspectors helps provide a stronger workforce for your 

program.

INSPECTION FORM

The inspection form can be updated in either paper or electronic form. Many 

health departments still use a paper inspection form and records. Updating a 

paper inspection form will require assigning points to violations in your form 

and having the inspectors manually add and subtract points at the end of 

the inspection. Your department will have to decide whether or not updating 

to an electronic form is feasible given your budget and the staff time it takes 

to choose a form and make sure the form works with a grading system. An 

electronic form is strongly recommended. 

Electronic forms provide a legible, easy-to-fill-out, organized way to present a 

food establishment with its inspection information, as well as an automated 

ability to deduct or add points for the purpose of grading. It is also helpful 

to be able to store inspection information electronically in organized files, 

as opposed to relying on paper files. Inspectors can easily show proof of 

sending reports to food establishments (email) as opposed to mailing hard 

copies or faxing them. The initial investment of time and money to research 

and set up electronic inspection software can be costly, but the long-term 

benefits outweigh the costs. 

INSPECTION FREQUENCY

Updating to an electronic inspection form also allows your department 

to better track inspection frequency. Most electronic inspection software 

systems have the ability to create reports from your database that you can 

The Newton Environmental 

Health Specialists were 

already conducting food safety 

inspections using HACCP (Hazard 

Analysis and Critical Control 

Point) principles. The electronic 

inspection software Newton 

selected, WinWam™, allows them 

to record data electronically. 

With WinWam™, it was relatively 

seamless to incorporate grading 

because points could be assigned 

to observations in the inspection. 

Points are deducted when 

they are marked as “OUT” of 

compliance, and certain points 

are added back when they are 

marked as “COS” (corrected 

on site). An establishment 

can have points added back 

for all violations except those 

categorized as “priority 

violations” (violations that 

directly contribute to foodborne 

illness). WinWam™ was chosen 

for its ability to be used as the 

electronic form and to function 

with a grading system.

Newton initially adopted the 

2009 FDA Food Code in 2014; 

then in September 2015, they 

adopted the 2013 Food Code. 

Massachusetts as a whole is 

still using the 1999 Food Code, 

but jurisdictions are allowed 

to adopt more recent versions, 

as long as they are using no 

earlier than the 1999 code and 

if the adoptions are equal to or 

more strict than the MA Code.

In Newton, a programmatic difference that occurred with the update to an electronic grading system 

and implementation of the food grading system was the frequency of inspections. There was no formal 

inspection schedule prior to implementing the food grading system. In order comply with the FDA risk 

schedule, restaurants needed to be inspected according to their risk; restaurants designated as risk level 

4 needed to be inspected 4 times per year, those at risk level 3 needed to be inspected 3 times per year, 

and so on. At early meetings with the food establishments, it was indicated that restaurants that did 

not receive a good grade would most likely want to be inspected on schedule, in order to improve their 

grade. Currently, the Standards Coordinator keeps track of who is due for an inspection every month. This 

system has worked well for Newton. Note: Surprisingly, to date no restaurants that have received poor 

grades have requested another inspection prior to their next scheduled inspection. Nevertheless, keeping 

up with the inspection schedule has helped in case restaurants do request a more frequent inspection. 

Please see Section II: Policies and Procedures for the Newton Inspection Form.
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UTILIZATION OF A MATRIX (OR SOME OTHER RUBRIC) 

A grading system must include some kind of rubric for the way grades are to 

be calculated. The rubric might contain information about how many points 

violations are worth and also might provide a visual guide of how grades are 

calculated. 

Newton uses a grading matrix that is 0-400 points (see larger graphic of 

Newton’s matrix in Section II: Policies and Procedures). Newton initially 

planned to have a grading scale that was 0-100 points; however, with 

the way that is outlined on the previous page: completing pre- and post-

curriculum courses, completing a training program that is similar to the one 

outlined by the Conference for Food Protection, and going through a joint 

training program to complete field training. 

FOOD CODE

The FDA Standards require all jurisdictions enrolled to adopt the current 

Food Code (which is presently the 2013 version). In order to adopt the most 

recent Food Code, the Health Commissioner of the City of Newton was able 

to update the regulation. Your Health Director/Commissioner will have to 

consult with their city/town council or board of health to comply with the 

rules and procedures as required in your community.

STEP 5:
Create Initial Plans
Initial planning for your grading system can include many of the items listed 

below. It is expected that along the way changes will occur, but having a 

specific set of plans can help your grading system get off the ground.

Tool to  
determine grades  
(matrix, grading 

chart, etc.)

Designation  
of grade: word, 
letter, symbol, 

etc.

Research of 
existing grading 

systems

Implementation 
process  

drawn up

Updating 
to graded 

inspection form

Restaurant 
industry 

outreach and 
collaboration

Initial ideas 
on regulation 

wording

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

0 400 386 372 358 344 330 316 302 288 274 260

1 396 382 368 354 340 326 312 298 284 270 256

2 392 378 364 350 336 322 308 294 280 266 252

3 388 374 360 346 332 318 304 290 276 262 248

4 384 370 356 342 328 314 300 286 272 258 244

5 380 366 352 338 324 310 296 282 268 254 240

6 376 362 348 334 320 306 292 278 264 250 236

7 372 358 344 330 316 302 288 274 260 246 232

8 368 354 340 326 312 298 284 270 256 242 228

9 364 350 336 322 308 294 280 266 252 238 224

10 360 346 332 318 304 290 276 262 248 234 220

11 356 342 328 314 300 286 272 258 244 230 216

12 352 338 324 310 296 282 268 254 240 226 212

13 348 334 320 306 292 278 264 250 236 222 212

14 344 330 316 302 288 274 260 246 232 218 208

15 340 326 312 298 284 270 256 242 228 214 204

16 336 322 308 294 280 266 252 238 224 210 200

17 332 318 304 290 276 262 248 234 220 206 196

18 328 314 300 286 272 258 244 230 216 202 188

19 324 310 296 282 268 254 240 226 212 198 184

20 320 306 292 278 264 250 236 222 208 194 180
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PRIORITY VIOLATIONS (14PTS .)

  Superior: 360-400        Excellent: 320-359    Fair: 280-319     
  Unacceptable: 240-279    Failing: 239 and below

NEWTON GRADING MATRIX
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would get poor grades from having a large amount of non-severe violations 

deducted. According to the matrix, a restaurant that receives 10 non-severe 

violations could still technically get an A as long as they didn’t have any 

Priority violations. Another concern was brought to the table: did a food 

establishment really deserve an A or a B for more than 20 violations? After 

countless conversations about this within the health department, it was 

made clear that it was very unlikely that a restaurant would receive a large 

number of non-severe violations with 0 severe violations and that forming 

the matrix this way would fairly assess food safety in the restaurants. 

GRADE PLACARDS

The next decision that health departments need to consider is how to 

display grades. There are many different ways that grades can be displayed 

in a restaurant. Communities are using letter grades (A-F), numbers, smiley 

faces, word designations, colors, and more to indicate a food establishment’s 

grade on a health inspection. There is not one particular method that seems 

to work better than others or completed research that reveals one as more 

transparent to consumers than others, so it is up to the community adopting 

the grading system to decide which to choose. 

RESTAURANT FOOD SAFETY TRAININGS

Food safety trainings have been offered to restaurant staff, owners, 

and employees and have proved to be an excellent tool for information 

distribution and better compliance. Food safety trainings should include 

information about the food grading system, violations that will deduct the 

most points, and what inspectors look for when they are conducting a food 

inspection. Any templates, forms, or other materials that restaurant staff 

can use in their daily operations should be included in the training as well. 

Providing this knowledge to restaurant employees who most likely receive 

very basic food safety training at the beginning of employment can help 

their establishment improve its grades with better food safety techniques 

and improved Active Managerial Controls on the part of the restaurant 

owner. 

Trainings can also function as a way to get to know the restaurant staff and 

to encourage active dialogue with the health inspectors that may seem 

intimidating to some restaurant staff. Newton has found the trainings and 

the audience’s participation in the discussion to be very beneficial to the 

relationship they have with the restaurants. They also might help make 

employees less skittish about responding to questions during an inspection. 

Food safety trainings can be a very positive way to build a relationship with 

the food establishments in your community. 

the amount of points that existed on the 

inspection form, point deductions would have 

had to be converted to proportions, creating a 

more complex calculation of grades and more 

complex explanation by the inspectors to the food 

establishments. Food establishments wanted the 

system to be as transparent as possible, and thus, 

Newton created the 0-400 point scale. 

Points are deducted based on the severity of the 

violation. The 2013 FDA Food Code defines the 

severity of a violation as one of three categories: 

Priority = most severe, Priority Foundation = 

medium severity, and Core = lowest severity. 

Priority violations are most likely to contribute to 

foodborne illness; Priority Foundation, less likely; 

and finally, Core—the least likely to contribute. 

The severity designations (like everything else in 

the FDA Food Code) are determined by the most 

recent food safety studies. 

The matrix (see previous page) which Newton 

uses shows how a grade is determined and shows 

that the amount of Priority violations observed 

during an inspection is the determining factor in a 

grade. The X axis contains Priority violations, and 

the Y axis contains Priority Foundation and Core 

violations. (Since in our rubric Core violations are 

worth 0 points, we included them with the Priority 

Foundation violations.) Priority violations are worth 

14 points, Priority Foundation are worth 4 points, 

and Core violations are worth 0 points as shown.

The points were determined by the Health 

Inspectors, the Standards Coordinator, and 

the Health Commissioner after coming to the 

agreement that more than two Priority violations 

(without any other violation) should result in a 

drop in grade level (for example, from an A to a 

B). The matrix indicates that for every two Priority 

violations received, the grade level drops one 

grade. The matrix also shows that restaurants can 

receive numerous Priority Foundation violations 

(10 with 0 Priority violations) before the grade is 

dropped an entire grade level. The thinking behind 

this originated from the fear that restaurants 

Newton involved many stakeholders in the 

process of choosing which grade designation 

to use . Initially, Newton was going to use the 

letter system (A-F); however, Newton food 

establishments believed that any establishment 

that received below an A would be perceived as 

“bad” and would lose business . Newton therefore 

came up with an alternative; using both numbers 

and words to describe the inspection grade . 

Below are the grade designations .

 � Superior: 360-400 points

 � Excellent: 320-359 points 

 � Fair: 280-319 points 

 � Unacceptable: 240-279 points 

 � Failing: 239 points and below 

There was much deliberation about what 

words to choose . Newton worked through all 

arguments for and against these terms before 

deciding which ones would ultimately be 

chosen . One criticism that Newton frequently 

receives is: “Don’t ‘Superior’ and ‘Excellent’ mean 

the same thing?” Yes, Superior and Excellent 

are very similar in meaning . Newton’s goal 

from the outset was that all suggestions from 

the food establishments would be taken into 

consideration . Since restaurant stakeholders felt 

strongly about the top two grade words being 

similar, the health department compromised by 

also including a number designation on each 

placard . There is a legend on the placard that 

clearly indicates what each grade means and 

the range of scores that accompanies each of 

them . It’s possible that as food establishments 

get used to the food grading system over time, 

Newton will transition to issuing letter grades or 

make changes to the placards . However, the value 

of getting off to a strong start where various 

stakeholders felt like their needs and concerns 

were addressed was determined to be the most 

important first step .

Newton adopted grading 

regulations around the posting 

of grade placards. The regulation 

can be found in full on pages 44 

and 45 and include the following 

requirements for grade placards:

Grade placard posting 

requirements

When and how an establishment 

can receive an “All Violations 

Corrected” placard

Where in the establishment the 

placard should be placed

When and where the placard 

should be picked up

Warning about grade tampering
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grouping Priority, Priority Foundation, and Core violations within questions. 

This shortened the form to five pages, which was much more manageable 

for both inspectors and restaurant owners. Newton also found that, despite 

the inspectors’ best efforts, it was not feasible to complete an inspection 

report (via handheld computer tablet) and print the form on site given 

the length of the inspection form, the time it usually took to complete, 

and the fact that it was too cumbersome to hold a tablet while also taking 

temperatures and notes during the inspection. 

Newton also evaluated the grades from the pilot program. The grades were 

mostly poor. During the re-evaluation of the inspection form, violations 

were grouped into categories instead of listing each and every one on the 

inspection form. With this new categorization, grouping violations actually 

reduced the number the restaurants would receive (if they got more than 

one violation within each category—see Section II: Policies and Procedures 

for groupings in an example inspection form with all violations listed). 

Newton also realized that the grading system was not as widely advertised 

as previously thought, and some food establishments still did not know 

it was taking place. Newton decided to do more outreach via email and 

website, and to move forward with Trial Grades (the next phase in the 

grading process below), which would allow every food establishment to 

have a “practice” grading experience before having to post a grade. This way, 

all establishments would be informed about the grading system and would 

have a practice grade so they could become accustomed to the process and 

learn from it. Newton also realized that the poor grades could be due to the 

lack of education among restaurant staff. The Standards Coordinator and 

Environmental Health staff put together monthly food safety trainings as a 

result of the pilot program to address this need.

STEP 7:
Phase 1—Trial Grade Process
Another step that might help your community ease the restaurant industry 

into the idea of adopting a grading system is a trial grading process. Newton 

found after the pilot experience that all restaurants wanted to have a “pilot” 

grading experience—that is, having an initial inspection, finding out what the 

grade would be (without the pressure of having it posted), and commenting 

on the process. Newton thought that, although this step would further delay 

the grading system implementation, it would be helpful down the road to 

give every establishment the ability to receive a “test” grade.

Gathering data from a trial grading process can yield additional important 

results. The trial grades in Newton helped department staff to evaluate 

STEP 6:
Pilot Program
It is important to test your grading system before actually posting grades. 

A pilot program is a good way to see how the system will work and what 

kind of changes may be necessary. Newton recruited six volunteer food 

establishments and six randomly selected food establishments to conduct 

a pilot. Using volunteers for the pilot was particularly useful, since the 

volunteers were an outspoken group that would give good feedback and 

comments about how the grading system worked in their establishment. 

Completing a pilot was time consuming to plan and evaluate but was 

incredibly useful, giving us data that resulted in some changes to the system 

that saved time in the long run.

In your community’s pilot program, it will be important to collect data on 

what worked, what didn’t, and what changes should be made. In Newton, 

all of the inspection forms were collected to review the grades given, and all 

managers and owners in the pilot were contacted for their feedback. 

The information that the pilot yields should help to create a grading system 

that works for both your Health Department and your restaurant industry. 

Newton used the pilot data to reconsider the length of the inspection form, 

to make it more readable and less time consuming for the inspectors to 

fill out. Initially, the design of the inspection form listed every violation in 

the Food Code. A 14-page form was much too long for the inspectors to 

fill out in a reasonable time and for the restaurant owners to read through. 

As a result of the pilot program, Newton changed the inspection form by 

COLLECT DATA/EVALUATE

 � Look at the breakdown of grades

 � Interview establishment managers about  
the process

 � Gather pilot process information from 
environmental inspectors

 � Determine changes that need to be made  
if necessary

CHOOSE PILOT ESTABLISHMENTS

 � Be sure to have your form/point system ready

 � Have some volunteer establishments  
(to ensure good feedback)

 � Randomly choose others  
(to see if your outreach is working)

 � Choose a manageable number of establishments

 � Ensure all inspectors inspect a few pilots each

COMMUNICATION WITH THE RESTAURANT INDUSTRY
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ordinances, or new bylaws in order to bring the grading system into effect. 

During the implementation process, your staff should be working on deciding 

which new regulations are important to include and which you think will 

work for your community. For an example of Newton’s regulations, please 

see Section II: Policies and Procedures. The regulations that your community 

creates should be well thought out during the entire implementation of the 

grading system.

STEP 9:
Phase 2—Announced Inspections
The announced inspection process should immediately follow passing new 

regulations. Many communities may not want to conduct an announced 

inspection phase given that it is usually not the practice of Environmental 

Health Inspectors. However, this phase may help encourage particularly 

hesitant restaurants in your community to accept a new way of doing 

things. Newton chose to have an announced inspection phase as another 

effort to support the restaurants (who were already apprehensive about 

the grading system) by demonstrating how the process would actually run. 

These first announced inspections were also the first time that grade posting 

was mandatory. With time to prepare in advance of inspection, restaurants 

increased the likelihood that they would receive a good initial grade, which 

helped them feel more confident in the program and their ability to be 

successful.

the data to determine which establishments were doing well, why those 

particular establishments were doing well, and how to share that knowledge 

to help improve the grades of other establishments. Newton found, not 

surprisingly, that grades worsened with each increase in risk level. Level 2 

establishments generally did very well, Level 3 establishments generally did 

well to average, and Level 4 establishments generally did poorly. 

The results of the data collection from the trial grading phase should assist 

your department in making additional changes to the grading system, if 

necessary. Newton used the data obtained from the trial grading process 

to look at why the Level 4 establishments were doing poorly. It seemed 

that additional training was needed for establishments that had more 

difficult processes and in turn, more extensive Active Managerial Controls 

in their establishments. Therefore, a concerted push was made to train 

employees and restaurant staff in many different languages to accommodate 

all employees, with a focus on recruiting restaurant staff from Level 4 

establishments.

STEP 8:
Pass Regulations
After the initial trial phase of the grading system, your department should 

evaluate whether or not your Health Department is ready to roll out the 

grading system. If your department feels ready, depending on your city 

or town’s governmental structure, you may need to pass regulations, 

Included in Newton’s regulations 

is a provision that automatically 

adopts the subsequent Food 

Code as new Food Codes are 

adopted. This saves additional 

work every two years when, 

typically, new codes are released. 

Newton also included provisions 

about placement of the grading 

placard, how and in what 

timeframe grade placards were 

to be picked up, and what would 

happen if a food establishment 

failed to follow any provisions of 

the regulations.

Throughout the trial, 

announced, and unannounced 

inspection phases, Newton 

continued to offer food 

safety trainings. Forms and 

templates that the restaurants 

could use to improve their 

food safety practices were 

provided. The trainings and 

the extra materials may 

have helped to improve 

grades from the trial grades 

to both the announced and 

unannounced phases.

All restaurants in grading 
system inspected once

Inspections are 
unannounced

New/updated inspection 
form should be used

Data should be  
collected on grades

Look at data to see if 
any concerning patterns 
emerge 

Make last-minute 
changes to grading 
system

Once all changes to 
grading system have 
been made and a  
roll-out date set, initiate 
consumer outreach

Include grading system 
overview, how to find 
restaurant grades, etc.

PUBLISH  
GRADING SYSTEM 

REGULATIONS/
ORDINANCE

Collect Data Evaluate Initiate Consumer 
Outreach Campaign

Ensure all restaurants to 
be graded are on list

Schedule restaurants 
according to risk level

Decide how to address 
establishments that 
breach regulation

Determine day-to-day 
grading procedures 
(mailing/pick-up of 
grade placard, daily data 
logging, etc.)

Announce inspections 
monthly

Keep detailed account  
of grades received

Look for trends in new 
data from announced 
inspections (make 
changes if necessary)

System should require 
very few changes  
at this point

Compile Monthly 
Inspection List  
(for one year)

Compile 
Procedures

Collect Data Evaluate

 STEP 7: PHASE 1- TRIAL GRADE PROCESS

STEP 9: PHASE 2- ANNOUNCED INSPECTIONS
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STEP 10:
Phase 3—Unannounced Inspections
Unannounced inspections are the final phase of grading system 

implementation, and they represent the process for how all graded 

inspections will be conducted going forward. Inspections will be 

unannounced, and the food establishment will be required to post the grade 

they receive.

As in the prior phases, data should be collected about the grades received, 

as well as any other procedural matters that need to be addressed. Newton 

is currently in this final phase of implementation, and comparison data from 

the previous two grading phases will be analyzed together with the final 

phase.

Evaluating the final step of the grading process might or might not reveal 

potential improvements to your grading system; however, it is important 

to evaluate the changes over time to ensure that the grading program is 

working properly. For example, keeping a spreadsheet or some other kind of 

organizational document that tracks grades over time can be a helpful way 

to monitor grades. Newton keeps a spreadsheet of all graded establishments 

and their grades thus far. The spreadsheet can break down grades over time, 

and emerging trends can be followed.

After all restaurants received a trial grade, Newton next launched a round  

of announced inspections.

Data should be collected during the announced inspection phase similarly 

to how data was collected for the trial grading period. Grade breakdown 

as well as minor procedural issues that might come up during the first 

round of mandatory grade-posting should be gathered. Newton created a 

spreadsheet of all grades received beginning with the trial grades, including 

the announced grades and continuing to the final phase of the grading 

process, the unannounced grading. The spreadsheet is an easy way to 

observe changes in grades through each phase of implementation and 

patterns that emerge. 

It is likely that, during the announced inspection phase, your data will reveal 

some small changes that you wish to make to the system as a whole. Utilize 

this data to move forward and make small changes if necessary. Ideally, few 

changes will be necessary at this point.

Newton found that grades improved from the trial phase to the announced inspection phase (which was not 

surprising, given that the inspections were expected by the restaurants). Newton also found other procedural 

items that needed to be cleared up. For example, Newton found that food establishments were not consistently 

picking up their grade placards, which was a requirement in the regulations. The regulation indicated that 

establishments would have their permit suspended if grades were not picked up within a certain period of time. 

This requirement, although seemingly stringent, was not being taken seriously. Therefore, Newton was required 

to come up with internal policies and procedures for dealing with restaurants that were not picking up their 

grade placards short of immediately suspending their permit. Inspection staff were also concerned that another 

portion of the regulation related to this—the posting of the grade placard—was not going to be taken seriously 

if food establishments couldn’t even get to the Health Department to pick up their grades. Since Newton did 

not want to resort to immediately suspending the permit of the establishment, grade posting was added to the 

internal policies and procedures document. With the adoption of these internal policies and procedures, the 

environmental staff found a greater compliance with the regulation without having to immediately resort to 

suspending permits. (See Section II: Policies and Procedures for Newton’s internal policies and procedures.)

Ensure all restaurants 
know unannounced 
grading will resume

Update all 
communication with 
industry (website, emails, 
mailings, etc.)

Continue to log all 
incoming unannounced 
grades

Analyze data, determine 
any small changes if 
necessary

Continue to collect and 
evaluate data over time

Track changes in grades

Evaluate process and 
efficacy of grading 
system

Communicate 
with Restaurant 
Industry

Collect Data Evaluate Long Term

Newton’s electronic 

inspection software can 

also track emerging trends 

in data; however, keeping 

a spreadsheet has allowed 

them to manipulate the data 

quickly when necessary.

STEP 10: PHASE 3- UNANNOUNCED INSPECTIONS
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During the implementation of your community’s grading system, there 

will be many policies and procedures that you will need. Newton has 

put together a collection of sample forms and guidelines that you are 

welcome to edit and use as your own to facilitate your grading system 

implementation. They are described below.

INSPECTION FORM 
The inspection form that Newton is currently using is based on the 2013 FDA 

Food Code. Within each question are all pertinent questions that are within 

the same violation category (Priority [P], Priority Foundation [PF], and Core 

[C]). Points are assigned only once to the question. In other words, individual 

violations within the question are not assigned points (and cannot be with 

the software we used). This way, if a restaurant receives multiple violations 

within a question, points are only “deducted” once. Initially, Newton charged 

separate points to each violation (this was when the form was 14 pages 

long—and was the reason the form was 14 pages long). Even though there 

were now fewer deductions, the matrix remained the same; “Superior” 

grades had results with 2 or fewer Priority violations, “Excellent” grades had 

results with 2-4 Priority violations, etc. We compromised charging so many 

points to shorten the form.

Violations that are corrected onsite (COS) may receive points back. If food 

establishments corrected certain violations (PF or C) during the inspection, 

points were awarded back. For example, if an inspector noticed that 

handwashing sinks were without soap or paper towels and a staff member 

immediately corrected this by replenishing the station, points were awarded 

back. 

The REPEAT violation button on the form can be used in routine inspections 

down the road to indicate violations that occur repeatedly. Inspectors will 

not award COS points back for repeat violations on future inspection forms. 

Since the overall goal is that the establishments learn from mistakes, repeat 

violations should be treated differently from first-offense violations. 

The inspection form on pages 27-41 is in two formats. The first format is 

what the inspector sees when he or she fills out the inspection form. The 

restaurant receives a report that looks similar to this form. This form is 

available online for restaurants to be able to “inspect” themselves when the 

inspector is not there, as a potential self-auditing tool. The second format is 

the inspection form with ALL violations that exist within each question, and 

shows the points that are associated with each major category. This form 

may be particularly useful as a template from which to model your own 

since each violation that exists within each question is listed.

See pages 27-31 for the Inspection Form template (inspector version).
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See pages 32-41 for Inspection Form template (violations version).
Note: The numbers listed prior to the 
individual violations, and the letters 

‘VS’ or ‘S’ are unique to the inspection 
software and can be ignored.
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MATRIX (GRADING RUBRIC)

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

0 400 386 372 358 344 330 316 302 288 274 260

1 396 382 368 354 340 326 312 298 284 270 256

2 392 378 364 350 336 322 308 294 280 266 252

3 388 374 360 346 332 318 304 290 276 262 248

4 384 370 356 342 328 314 300 286 272 258 244

5 380 366 352 338 324 310 296 282 268 254 240

6 376 362 348 334 320 306 292 278 264 250 236

7 372 358 344 330 316 302 288 274 260 246 232

8 368 354 340 326 312 298 284 270 256 242 228

9 364 350 336 322 308 294 280 266 252 238 224

10 360 346 332 318 304 290 276 262 248 234 220

11 356 342 328 314 300 286 272 258 244 230 216

12 352 338 324 310 296 282 268 254 240 226 212

13 348 334 320 306 292 278 264 250 236 222 212

14 344 330 316 302 288 274 260 246 232 218 208

15 340 326 312 298 284 270 256 242 228 214 204

16 336 322 308 294 280 266 252 238 224 210 200

17 332 318 304 290 276 262 248 234 220 206 196

18 328 314 300 286 272 258 244 230 216 202 188

19 324 310 296 282 268 254 240 226 212 198 184

20 320 306 292 278 264 250 236 222 208 194 180
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PRIORITY VIOLATIONS (14PTS .)

  Superior: 360-400        Excellent: 320-359    Fair: 280-319     
  Unacceptable: 240-279    Failing: 239 and below

NEWTON GRADING MATRIX

CITY OF NEWTON DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH AND HUMAN SERVICES 
REGULATIONS GOVERNING FOOD SAFETY INSPECTIONS

A. Authority

The Commissioner of Health and Human Services hereby orders that the following Rules and 

Regulations are adopted this 1st Day of September 2015, under the authority of Section 31 of 

Chapter 111 of the Massachusetts General Laws. These Rules and Regulations shall take effect on 

October 1, 2015.

B. Purpose

The Newton Department of Health and Human Services (the Department) seeks to enhance the 

protection of the public’s health by improving food safety and in doing so reducing foodborne 

illness by rigorous implementation of a risk-and-intervention-based food safety program. To this 

end, the Department will ensure that all retail food establishments are in compliance with the 

most recent Version of the United States Food and Drug Administration Food Code and Chapter 

Ten of Massachusetts State Sanitary Code, Minimum Sanitation Standards for Food Establishments, 

105 CMR 590.000 (Chapter Ten) and all updated Federal and State Food Codes as they are 

updated every other year.  

In addition, these regulations establish a scoring and grading system based on the results of 

retail food establishment inspections that will provide consumers with information with which to 

make choices. Evidence from other jurisdictions that have adopted a scoring and grading system 

has shown improved compliance with food safety regulations and a measurable reduction in 

foodborne illnesses. 

(continued on next page)

REGULATIONS/UPDATE  
TO 2013 FDA CODE
The next form is the regulation that Newton adopted to formally include the 

grading system as part of Health Department regulations. The procedure 

for adopting regulations, and changing ordinances and laws within your 

community may be different from Newton’s. In Newton, regulations can be 

enacted by the Commissioner of Health and Human Services because the 

Commissioner serves as the governing body. Many towns require their Board 

of Health to pass new regulations before they are considered “law.” It is 

important to check with your Legal Department to find out the best way to 

enact a change like this in your town’s governing structure. 

See pages 43-45 for Newton’s regulations.
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CITY OF NEWTON DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH AND HUMAN SERVICES 
REGULATIONS GOVERNING FOOD SAFETY INSPECTIONS (CONTINUED)

3. Posting of notice: The grade placard and the second placard, if any, must be conspicuous 

and visible to the general public upon entering the food establishment. The notice must 

remain posted until the next routine inspection. Removal of the notice without the consent 

of the Commissioner shall be grounds for suspension or revocation of the food service 

establishment permit.

4. The owner/manager of the graded food establishment will be required to pick up a copy of  

the grade placard from the Health Department and to post such placard within 5 business 

days from the date of the inspection report. 

5. Grade tampering: The grade placard that is issued to a food establishment shall not 

be changed. Changing the grade placard in size, content, or any other visual way is not 

permitted. Food establishments will be subject to suspension or revocation of permit if the 

grade placard is tampered with in any way.

G. Severability

If any provision of these regulations be declared invalid for any reason whatsoever, that decision 

shall not affect any other portion of these regulations, which shall remain in full force and effect; 

and to this end the provisions of these regulations are hereby declared severable.

CITY OF NEWTON DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH AND HUMAN SERVICES 
REGULATIONS GOVERNING FOOD SAFETY INSPECTIONS (CONTINUED)

C.  Adoption of the 2013 FDA Food Code and all subsequent versions 

The Department hereby adopts and incorporates by reference the 2013 Food Code published 

by the United States Department of Health and Human Services, Public Health Service, Food 

and Drug Administration (FDA), provided, however, that the Department does not adopt those 

provisions of the 2013 Food Code corresponding to the provisions of the 1999 Food Code which 

are specifically stricken or modified by Chapter Ten, in which case the requirements of Chapter 

Ten will remain in effect. The Department will adopt each subsequent version of the FDA Food 

Code as they are released.

D. Inspection Reports and Scores

Inspection reports shall be completed using an inspection software chosen by the Commissioner. 

The inspection report will include a numerical score and a word corresponding to a point range. 

Each establishment begins with 400 points, and points are deducted for violations based on 

criteria set by the most recent version of the FDA Food Code. 

The inspector shall provide the person in charge of the food establishment with an electronic 

copy of the report.

E. Inspection Grades

The inspection grade will be determined as follows:

GRADE “Superior” is a score of 360 points or above 

GRADE “Excellent” is a score of 320-359 points  

GRADE “Fair” is a score of 280-319 points  

GRADE “Unacceptable” is a score of 240-279 points 

F. Public Notice of Inspection Results

The posting of food inspection grade placards will begin in October 2015. Routine inspections 

completed in October 2015 and thereafter will be required to follow the grade posting 

regulations. 

1. The person in charge of a food establishment that receives a grade of Superior, Excellent, 

Fair, or Unacceptable shall post a grade placard provided by the Department. 

2. Upon correcting violations that could not be corrected at the time of the inspection, 

the restaurant will be provided a second placard via email indicating all the violations  

were corrected. 

(continued on next page)

Risk Level Changes 
In order to coincide with the FDA 2013 Food Code, Newton had to update 

the risk levels assigned to each food establishment. Each was assigned one 

of 4 risk levels. The risk level of an establishment is determined by several 

factors, including food preparation practices and past inspection history. 

For example, a small convenience store that serves only pre-packaged food 

items and non-TCS (time/temperature control for safety) foods is considered 

a Level 1 and is not included in the grading system (but is still inspected 

once per year). Level 2 establishments include places with a limited menu in 

which most products are cooked and served immediately, such as fast-food 

restaurants, and are included in the grading system. An example of a Level 3 

establishment is a full-service restaurant with an extensive menu. Employees 

are expected to handle raw ingredients, and food preparation is more 

complex. A Level 4 establishment is defined in the Food Code as a place 

that serves highly susceptible populations or conducts specialized processes, 

such as smoking and curing. A Level 4 establishment can also be a full-
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service restaurant, which would typically be a Level 3, but has a past history 

of poor inspections. New establishments can also be categorized as a risk 

level higher than what they would usually be assigned, until they establish a 

good history of active managerial controls for foodborne illness risk factors. 

The risk level designations are spelled out in the 2013 FDA Food Code and 

included on page 47. 

In addition to Level 1 establishments being excluded from the grading 

system, schools, nursing homes, grocery stores, and hospitals have also been 

excluded from the food grading system for the time being. It was planned 

from the beginning of the Food Grading System implementation that these 

establishments would be excluded. The reasoning behind this was that 

places where people didn’t have the choice of where to eat were not going 

to fall under the grading system. In other words, if the grading system is 

in part a consumer service to facilitate their ability to choose a restaurant 

with the best food safety record, then, in the absence of choice, the grading 

system is less useful. There were many debates about what establishments 

to include, and Newton decided to focus exclusively on “restaurant-type” 

establishments. All other establishments that were not included in the 

grading system were still inspected based on risk level and subject to all 

other oversight.

DEVELOPMENT OF  
INSPECTION SCHEDULE 
Inspection frequency is determined by risk level categorization, ranging 

from Level 1 (lowest risk) to Level 4 (highest risk). Especially with grading, 

it is imperative that inspectors comply with the designated risk schedule, 

so that establishments that are dissatisfied with their grade level have the 

opportunity to be improve. 

An example of Newton’s inspection calendar is shown on page 48. The 

Standards Coordinator puts together a monthly list from a master list and 

determines which restaurants are due for an inspection. The inspection 

software program can also print a report that details what restaurants 

are due for an inspection. For data collection purposes, the Standards 

Coordinator keeps track of the upcoming inspections using the Excel 

spreadsheet method.

ANNEX 5, TABLE 1. RISK CATEGORIZATION OF FOOD ESTABLISHMENTS

RISK 
CATEGORY DESCRIPTION

FREQUENCY 
#/YR

1

Examples include most convenience store operations, hot dog 
carts, and coffee shops. Establishments that serve or sell only 
pre-packaged, nonpotentially hazardous foods (non time/
temperature control for safety (TCS) foods). Establishments 
that prepare only nonpotentially hazardous foods (nonTCS 
foods). Establishments that heat only commercially processed, 
potentially hazardous foods (TCS foods) for hot holding. 
No cooling of potentially hazardous foods (TCS foods). 
Establishments that would otherwise be grouped in Category 
2 but have shown through historical documentation to have 
achieved active managerial control of foodborne illness risk 
factors.

1

2

Examples may include retail food store operations, schools 
not serving a highly susceptible population, and quick service 
operations. Limited menu. Most products are prepared/cooked 
and served immediately. May involve hot and cold holding of 
potentially hazardous foods (TCS foods) after preparation or 
cooking. Complex preparation of potentially hazardous foods 
(TCS foods) requiring cooking, cooling, and reheating for hot 
holding is limited to only a few potentially hazardous foods 
(TCS foods). Establishments that would otherwise be grouped 
in Category 3 but have shown through historical documentation 
to have achieved active managerial control of foodborne 
illness risk factors. Newly permitted establishments that would 
otherwise be grouped in Category 1 until history of active 
managerial control of foodborne illness risk factors is achieved 
and documented.

2

3

An example is a full service restaurant. Extensive menu and 
handling of raw ingredients. Complex preparation including 
cooking, cooling, and reheating for hot holding involves many 
potentially hazardous foods (TCS foods). Variety of processes 
require hot and cold holding of potentially hazardous food 
(TCS food). Establishments that would otherwise be grouped in 
Category 4 but have shown through historical documentation 
to have achieved active managerial control of foodborne 
illness risk factors. Newly permitted establishments that would 
otherwise be grouped in Category 2 until history of active 
managerial control of foodborne illness risk factors is achieved 
and documented.

3

4

Examples include preschools, hospitals, nursing homes, and 
establishments conducting processing at retail. Includes 
establishments serving a highly susceptible population or that 
conduct specialized processes, e.g., smoking and curing; reduced 
oxygen packaging for extended shelf-life.

4
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SAMPLE INSPECTION SCHEDULE

Section 1 inspection: June

RESTAURANT ADDRESS LAST INSPECTION LAST GRADE RISK LEVEL

Sam’s Sandwich Shop 123 Main St. 12/16/2016 368 2

Salads to Go 25 Jones Ter. 1/19/2016 386 2

Town House of Pizza 230 Short St. 2/26/2016 382 3

Chinatown Restaurant 50 Main St. 3/2/2016 294 3

Yucatan Café 83 Maple Ave. 10/21/2015 346 2

Section 2 inspection: June

RESTAURANT ADDRESS LAST INSPECTION LAST GRADE RISK LEVEL

Mom’s Diner 20 Bridge Dr. 1/22/2016 382 3

Pasta Factory 42 Park Way 1/28/2016 322 3

The Captain’s Table 317 Center St. 1/15/2016 364 3

Sunny Farms Ice Cream 16 Birch St. 2/24/2016 372 2

Athena Restaurant 37 Green Cir. 2/18/2016 336 3

Section 3 inspection: June

RESTAURANT ADDRESS LAST INSPECTION LAST GRADE RISK LEVEL

The Sport’s Bar 12 Gray St. 1/19/2016 332 3

Paddy O’s Pub 45 River Way

Turnip the Beet 90 Milk St. 2/9/2016 354 3

Sue’s Sushi 104 Bay Ave. 2/24/2016 325 4

Oodles of Noodles 9 Walnut St. 3/14/2016 382 3

Section 4 inspection: June

RESTAURANT ADDRESS LAST INSPECTION LAST GRADE RISK LEVEL

Sahara Cafe 53 Acorn Pkwy 1/25/2016 342 3

Fresh Frozen Yogurt 77 Grove St. 12/15/2016 364 2

Riverside Restaurant 28 Lincoln Ave. 1/28/2016 386 3

The Lonely Whale 239 Union St 1/13/2016 400 3

Chesterfield Grille 14 Washington St. 1/22/2016 382 3

NEWTON GRADING SYSTEM POLICIES AND PROCEDURES

The following policies and procedures will be followed by the Newton Environmental Health staff  

with regard to the Food Grading System. 

1. New-to-food grading Food Establishments 

Definition: A new food establishment will encompass all food establishments that: 

 � Apply for a license to operate a food establishment after January 2016

 � Undergo a change in ownership after January 2016

New-to-food grading food establishments will continue to follow the same procedures regarding 

plan reviews, site visits, and pre-operational inspections prior to opening their food establishment. 

After the Environmental Health Inspector completes the pre-operational inspection and has 

approved the food establishment to open, the Environmental Health Inspector will inform the 

owner/manager in charge that the next inspection will occur within 2 months. The inspection 

that is to occur within 2 months after the pre-operational inspection will be graded, and the food 

establishment will be required to post the grade. 

2. Food Establishments that fail to post grade placard conspicuously

According to the grading regulations, the grade placard must be placed in a location that is 

conspicuous upon entering the food establishment (see Section F, subsections 1-5).  

If the Environmental Health Inspector returns to the restaurant and finds one of these above 

violations to the regulations, the following remedial action should be taken:

1. Environmental Health Specialist will issue a verbal warning prior to a written warning.

2. Environmental Health Specialist will fill out a Warning (see form) for the particular food 

establishment and mark the particular violation regarding conspicuous posting.

3. The Warning will indicate that the food establishment must comply with the regulation 

within 1 business day.

4. If the food establishment does not comply with the regulation within 1 business day, the 

food establishment may request a hearing, and the permit will be subject to suspension: 

a. The Environmental Health Specialist who issues a suspension of the food  

establishment permit should send a copy of the Warning accompanied by a copy  

of the food grading regulations (primarily Section F, subsections 1-5), along with a  

letter indicating the food establishment’s right to a hearing and warning that the  

permit may be suspended as a result.

5. For a subsequent offense, the Health and Human Services Department may revoke  

the food permit.

PLACARD AND POSTING RULES
In Newton, internal policies were written for food establishments that failed 

to pick up placards and that did not post their grades. A more in-depth 

description of the reason these policies were put into place can be found in 

The Grading Implementation Guide: Phase 2—Announced Inspections.  

See policies on page 49.
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GRADE PLACARD(S)

 

 
Food Safety  

inspection grade 

SUPERIOR 
Superior: 360-400 

Excellent: 320-359 

Fair: 280-319 

Unacceptable: 240-279 

385 
Date:__________________ 

This grade is based on the Health Department’s        
routine food safety inspection of this restaurant.  This 
grade does not reflect the quality of service or taste 
of food.  

ALL VIOLATIONS 
CORRECTED 

Date:______________ 

Upon re-inspection, this food  

establishment has corrected ALL  

major violations contributing to the 
previous grade.  

GIS MAP 
Newton created a GIS map that is located on the City of Newton webpage. 

The GIS map shows a map of the City and can be scrolled around to  

find different establishments and the grades they received. When a 

consumer scrolls over the colored dot representing the food establishment, 

the name of the food establishment and the number grade pops up.  

There is a legend in the corner of the map that shows what grade the 

colored dots represent. To see the Newton Food Grading GIS map, visit  

www.newtonma.gov/foodgrading. 

ADVERTISING
Website (owners’ page and  
development of consumer site)
Two webpages were created on the city Health and Human Services 

webpage, one that has information for consumers and another that  

has information specifically for restaurant owners. Creating these pages 

helped with consumer education and created a place where restaurant 

owners can go to find resources that can help them get a good grade.  

To view the webpages, visit www.newtonma.gov/restaurants and  

www.newtonma.gov/foodgrading. 

Consumer Brochure
Newton helped spread the word about the grading system with an 

informational brochure. From the outset of the grading system, the 

Commissioner in particular was very concerned that the grade should only 

be indicative of the food safety inspection and not anything else (i.e., the 

taste, quality, or service offered by the restaurant). Newton went a step 

further and designed a campaign to make consumers aware that a food 

grading system was being implemented and specifically what the grades 

meant. Campaign activities included advertising at the Newton Farmers’ 

market, speaking with several local media outlets, and creating a brochure 

explaining the grading system to consumers. The brochure is available on 

page 52.
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Newspaper Column and Article
A few weeks prior to implementing the food grading system (specifically the 

announced grading phase, in which restaurants were first required to post 

grades), the Newton Health and Human Services Commissioner arranged to 

be interviewed by a reporter for a local newspaper. It was an effective way 

to help educate consumers, many of whom read this particular newspaper. 

Newspaper articles are a great way to get information out to consumers. 

Restaurant Listserv
A restaurant listserv or similar email blast platform is a good way to get 

information out to your community’s food establishments. Newton uses a 

restaurant listserv and has almost all 400 food establishments on the email 

blast (including places that are not graded). Emails are sent to the list weekly 

with new information on food safety trainings offered, updates on the 

grading system (during implementation), a monthly food safety newsletter, 

and other food safety-related items. This constant communication with the 

restaurants has increased Newton’s ability to promote food safety practices 

and is highly recommended for any community wishing to implement a 

grading system.
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EVALUATION
Investing in a food grading system is worth carefully evaluating for impact 

and effectiveness. Newton has created a logic model and SWOT analysis (an 

evaluation tool used to identify Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and 

Threats of a program) to assist other communities in visually seeing how 

the grading system works and the different ways we managed weaknesses 

and other issues that arose. Newton has also conducted a survey for food 

establishments that participate in the grading system to see how the 

implementation process went for them, how we could have improved it 

(short of not having one at all), and things that they thought we did well. 

Results of the evaluation can be found on page 59. 

NEWTON GRADING SYSTEM LOGIC MODEL

CONTEXT
The City of Newton Health Department and Executive Office 

worked to pioneer a food grading system to improve the 
food safety practices in Newton food establishments and to 

increase transparency among consumers in Newton.

PRIORITIES
The safety of consumers who dine at food establishments 

in Newton is a priority as well as maintaining a strong 
partnership with the Newton restaurant industry.

INVESTMENT
 � Staff time (planning & 

implementation)
 � Money
 � Partners
 � Technology
 � Inspection equipment
 � Knowledge base of up-to-date  

food science information
 � Office materials

IMMEDIATE
 � Awareness of community
 � Attitude about food safety
 � Opinions
 � Improved partnerships

INTERMEDIATE
 � Increased attention to Health 

Department resources
 � Increased compliance with  

food safety practices
 � Increased adoption of AMC’s  

in restaurants

LONG TERM
 � Food service operator  

behavior change
 � Increased # of Health Departments 

implementing grading

OUTPUTS
PARTICIPANTS 

ACTIVITIES 

DIRECT PRODUCTS

OUTCOMES
SHORT TERM 

INTERMEDIATE 

LONG TERM

INPUTS

EVALUATION
IDENTIFICATION • DESIGN • IMPLEMENTATION • COMPLETION/FOLLOW-UP

STAKEHOLDERS
 � Newton HHS
 � City of Newton Executive Office
 � Restaurant Industry
 � Consumers
 � FDA
 � MA Restaurant Assoc.
 � Newton-Needham Chamber  

of Commerce

ROLE OF NEWTON
 � Research
 � Apply for funding
 � Outreach (food estab., consumers)
 � Update techonology
 � Create initial plans
 � Pilot & Phases 1-3
 � Track data
 � Evaluate

PRODUCT
 � Grant funding
 � Forms and procedures
 � Electronic inspection form
 � GIS Map
 � Updated Food Code
 � Newsletters
 � Trainings
 � Email listserv
 � Conformance with FDA Standards

NEWTON GRADING SYSTEM SWOT ANALYSIS

 � Health Department team 
organization

 � Strong relationship with city’s 
Executive Office

 � Transparent process

 � 3 phase process implementation

Strengths

 � 3 year implementation time

 � Vague grading placard

 � Little follow-through on regulation 
guidelines

 � Internal disagreement on 
effectiveness of grading

Weaknesses

 � Established strong partnerships 
among all stakeholders

 � Support from restaurant 
consumers

 � Pioneer for creating a standard 
practice in grading system 
implementation

 � Buy-in from most food 
establishments

Opportunities

 � Pushback from industry

 � No existing official guidance on 
creating a grading system

 � Constantly changing science on 
food safety

 � Few scientific studies on the 
effectiveness of grading systems

Threats
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Overview
Newton completed a brief evaluation of the grading system once all 

restaurants were inspected using the system at least once during the 

unannounced inspection period. An anonymous survey was completed by 34 

establishments. The survey asked questions to determine how restaurants 

perceive the grading system. The survey questions are listed below.

Restaurant owners/ managers were asked to select one answer to each 

question and mark whether they agreed, were neutral or disagreed with the 

following statements:

1. The Health Department collaborated with food establishments during 

implementation.

2. The Health Department has provided many helpful resources throughout 

the grading system transition.

3. The grades accurately depict the food safety practices in my 

establishment.

4. Since implementation, my food establishment has adopted better food 

safety practices.

5. My grade has affected revenue at my food establishment. 

6. Each food inspector conducts inspections similarly.

Results
See the chart below.

FOOD ESTABLISHED GRADING SYSTEM SURVEY

1. The Health Department collaborated  

with food establishments during  

implementation.

2. The Health Department has provided  

many helpful resources throughout  

the grading system transition.

3. The grades accurately depict the food  

safety practices in my establishment.

4. Since implementation, my food  

establishment has adopted better  

food safety practices.

5. My grade has affected revenue  

at my food establishment. 

6. Each food inspector conducts  

inspections similarly.

302520151050

  Agree
  Neutral
  Disagree

The chart provided useful feedback about the grading system. First, the 

feedback revealed that Newton’s health department did a good job in 

both collaborating with food establishments (88% agreed) and providing 

useful information throughout implementation of the grading system (82% 

agreed). The next question in the survey asked if the grades accurately 

depicted food safety practices in each establishment. 65% of respondents 

agreed, and 93% either agreed or were neutral to this question, indicating 

that most people think that the grading system functions as a good tool 

to appropriately determine the efficacy of an establishment’s food safety 

practices. Many establishments agree (70%) that they have improved food 

safety practices and very few (3%) think the system affects the revenue of 

their establishment. The final point the survey addresses is whether each 

inspector conducts inspections similarly. 84% either agree or were neutral to 

the statement that each inspector conducts inspections similarly. 
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Newton effectively collaborated with and provided useful resources to 

restaurants throughout implementation of the grading system. Newton 

worked very hard to remain transparent during the process and seemed to 

achieve this goal as perceived by restaurant owners/managers. Question 

3 asks the respondents if they thought the system accurately depicted the 

food safety practices in their establishment. Many cities and towns grapple 

with how to make a system that is both fair to the food establishment, 

but one that also holds them accountable for poor food safety. Newton 

struggled for years to create the final version of the current grading tool, 

and many people (65%) agreed that it was a good tool. This 65%, though 

seemingly low, is a positive for Newton, considering the time and effort the 

tool took to create, and the knowledge that not every food establishment 

manager/owner was pleased about Newton adopting a grading system to 

begin with. 

The next question asks if the food establishment has adopted better food 

safety practices since implementation. Approximately 70% agreed that 

their food establishments improved food safety practices. From the outset 

of the grading system, Newton had a goal to use the grading system as an 

incentive for food establishments to improve their food safety practices. This 

data shows that most restaurants are at least trying to improve their food 

safety practices which is a win for Newton (and the consumers in Newton). 

The next point comments on the revenue of the food establishment being 

affected by the grade. Only 9% (or 3) respondents indicated that the grade 

affected their overall revenue (the question does not ask whether the 

revenue increased or decreased). Initially, this was one of the main concerns 

brought forth by the food establishment representatives, and a seemingly 

common myth, that revenue would be affected by grades. Most respondents 

in this survey answered that their grades have not affected revenue. 

Finally, the last question asks about inspections and whether inspections 

are conducted similarly by each inspector. About half of respondents 

agreed that inspections are conducted similarly (no matter which inspector 

is doing them). 35% were neutral on this question and 16% disagreed. 

This question brings up a topic that has been discussed frequently in the 

food safety community and is specifically addressed in Standard 2 of the 

FDA Retail Program Standards. Compliance with Standard 2 attempts to 

ensure that every inspector in the department is standardized according 

to FDA guidelines and through standardization, will conduct an inspection 

the same as the next standardized inspector. Newton has two standardized 

inspectors out of the four, and is working to complete standardization of all 

of its inspectors. Even with standardization, differences will occur between 

inspectors. It is therefore not surprising that food establishments think that 

inspectors conduct inspections differently. 

How can other communities use this data?
This data is meant to give other communities that are looking to implement 

a grading system an idea of how it worked in our community and a small 

sample of how food establishments perceived our system. The grading 

system was thoughtfully planned out with the underlying goal of improving 

food safety practices. This first year of implementation and subsequent years 

ahead will continue to reveal things that Newton may want to change, but 

these survey questions give preliminary insights into whether Newton is 

meeting the goals that were initially set.

This last question is one of the areas that Newton is working to achieve by 

complying with Standard 2 of the FDA Voluntary Retail Program Standards. 

As mentioned, Standard 2 focuses on training inspectors to conduct 

restaurant inspections in the same manner as to reduce subjectivity in the 

inspection process. Along with implementing a grading system, communities 

can consider becoming in compliance with the nine FDA Program Standards 

like Standard 2 as Newton did. Though compliance with the standards can 

be a lengthy process the effort and product of the work coincides nicely with 

implementing a grading system and is reflected in the feedback we received.

BEST PRACTICES
Below are a few best practices learned from Newton’s experience with 

implementing a food grading system. These are important things to consider 

as you adopt a grading system in your community. 

 � Establish partnerships (executive office, industry, consumers)

 � Obtain city and industry support

 � Reach out to the community (advertising, meetings, website)

 � Obtain funding

 � Tie in with FDA Retail Food Regulatory Program Standards

 � Standardize inspectors

Newton’s grading system went through many rounds of edits, differences 

of opinion, failed attempts, and frustration. The final product is not what we 

would have imagined it would be from the beginning, but we are confident 

that we have improved food safety practices and inspectional oversight, and 

maintained strong, positive relationships with the restaurant community. The 

system functions by the work of the Environmental Staff and the Standards 

Coordinator and is kept on track by the Commissioner. It takes a team effort 

to undertake the implementation of a food grading system.
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APPENDIX A: NEWTON’S HISTORY
FDA Voluntary Guidelines /  
Main Funding Stream
In 2012, the Newton Health and Human Services 

Department received five-year FDA Cooperative 

Agreement grant funding to meet the nine FDA Voluntary 

National Retail Food Regulatory Program Standards. 

Newton developed a five-year research strategy that 

included building a food grading system from the ground 

up. A Standards Coordinator was hired to facilitate 

completion of the Nine FDA Program Standards over five 

years. The food grading system was first mentioned as 

one of the primary tasks.

The Voluntary Retail Program Standards provide 

standards and regulations that state and local public 

health departments can voluntarily choose to meet 

or exceed. To meet the eligibility for grant funding 

from the FDA, the Newton Health and Human Services 

Department agreed to attempt to comply with all nine of 

the Voluntary National Retail Food Regulatory Program 

Standards. The nine standards are as follows: 

1. Regulatory Foundation 

2. Trained Regulatory Staff

3. Inspection Program based on HACCP Principles

4. Uniform Inspection Program 

5. Foodborne Illness and Food Defense  

Preparedness and Response 

6. Compliance and Enforcement 

7. Industry and Community Relations 

8. Program Support and Resources 

9. Program Assessment 

The Voluntary National Retail Food Regulatory Program 

Standards encourage voluntary participation by 

regulatory agencies and are based on the following 

principles:

1. Promote active managerial control of the risk factors 

most commonly associated with foodborne illness in 

food establishments.

2. Establish a recommended framework for retail 

food regulatory programs within which the active 

managerial control of the risk factors can best 

be realized (FDA Voluntary National Retail Food 

Regulatory Program Standards, 2015). 

Many standards can be reached by adopting a food 

grading system. Standard 2 (Trained Regulatory Staff) is 

one of the standards that Newton focused on initially. In 

complying with this standard, Newton helped to reduce 

subjectivity of the inspection process. 

Another standard that pairs well with adoption of 

a grading system is Standard 4 (Uniform Inspection 

Reports). This standard’s purpose is to have all inspectors 

completing inspections in a uniform way and, in all 

inspections, reach and properly use the 10 quality 

elements defined in the standard. Implementing a 

food grading system works well in conjunction with the 

quality assurance program to ensure that inspections 

are uniform and the subjectivity is minimal. Standard 4 

pertains to the inspection process itself. To be considered 

in compliance with Standard 4, a jurisdiction’s policies 

and procedures must ensure that there is uniformity of 

the regulatory staff in the interpretation of policies, as 

well as compliance and enforcement procedures. To be 

considered a uniform inspection program, the program 

must have an ongoing quality assurance program in place 

that is carried out by program management. The purpose 

of the quality assurance program is to evaluate the 

inspection quality, inspection frequency, and uniformity 

of the regulatory staff. There are ten components that 

a quality assurance program needs to address, many of 

which help to reduce the subjectivity of the inspection 

process. Completing Standard 4 is a good way to 

evaluate the program you have created to ensure that 

you have all of the components necessary to have a 

program that is up-to-date. 

Standard 7 (Industry and Community Relations) is 

another important one to be completed in conjunction 

with adopting a grading system. Standard 7 focuses 

on improving relationships among the community, the 

industry, and the local Health Department. These are 

just a few examples of the value of completing the 

FDA Program Standards in conjunction with adopting a 

grading system. 

The initial goals of the food grading system were to 

encourage improved food safety practices at the food 

establishment level and to allow consumers more 

direct and transparent access to inspection results. 

The system can also be used to track establishment 

conditions following the implementation of grading, 

as well as any changes in the prevalence of foodborne 

illness cases. Implementation of the food grading 

system included the following elements: 

1. Input from advisory group (including industry and 

community members) on various aspects of the 

grading system

2. Public information campaign explaining the new 

system to consumers

3. Information sessions for establishments describing 

how the grading system was to be implemented

4. Purchase and use of electronic inspection software 

and Health Department development of policies 

and procedures pertaining to the grading system

Important Stakeholders

EXECUTIVE OFFICE 

The Executive Office of the City of Newton initially 

made the decision in partnership with the Health and 

Human Services Department to implement a food 

grading system. It was particularly important for the 

department to have the support of the Executive Office 

in order to implement this system. Executive Office 

backing was crucial to the Health and Human Services 

Department, considering the potential pushback from 

the industry and the public alike that implementation 

might cause. 

CONSUMERS

The Newton Health and Human Services Department 

held information sessions that consumers and 

restaurant staff were encouraged to attend. There were 

four information sessions over the course of one year. 

Since one goal of the food grading system is to serve 

as risk communication to consumers, it was important 

to hear input from community members about how to 

communicate the grades in an understandable way. 

The Health Department also wanted to make sure 

that consumers visiting Newton restaurants would 

appreciate something like this system. Luckily, grading 

systems are quite popular among restaurant-goers, 

especially among those who are tech-savvy.

FOOD ESTABLISHMENT STAFF 

It was also important to include food establishment 

staff in the creation of the grading system. Newton held 

information sessions where restaurant staff could ask 

questions and express their concerns, and the Health 

Department staff could answer and address them. A 

strong partnership between the Health Department 

and the food establishments already existed, and this 

partnership helped to maintain transparency around 

the development of the system. It was this group (not 

surprisingly) that needed a particularly large amount 

of convincing and collaboration to agree upon aspects 

of the grading system. The grading systems would 

ultimately affect the food establishments the most, so 

including them in the process was crucial. 

NEWTON HEALTH AND HUMAN  
SERVICES DEPARTMENT 

Environmental Health Specialists were understandably 

concerned that implementing a food grading system 

would make the inspection process significantly longer 

and more complicated. They were also concerned 

about the impact a food grading system would 

64 | RESTAURANT GRADING TOOLKIT A GUIDE TO DEVELOP A FOOD GRADING PROGRAM IN YOUR COMMUNITY | 65



A
P

P
EN

D
ICES

SECTIO
N

 4

have on their relationships with food establishments. 

Weekly meetings among the Environmental Health staff, 

Standards Coordinator, and Commissioner took place in 

order to talk through every minor detail of the grading 

system. It was necessary to have inspector input on the 

graded inspection form to ensure it fit their needs and 

conformed to both the State and Federal Food Codes. 

Additionally, their input about regulations, policies, and 

procedures that went with the grading system was 

invaluable. They needed to be able to talk comfortably 

with restaurant staff, and we made sure together they 

had the knowledge and language to do that.

The Standards Coordinator for the City of Newton helped 

with the initial research for the grading system, including 

communicating with other health departments with food 

grading, drafting the policies and procedures pertaining 

to the system, and facilitating discussions. 

The Commissioner of Health and Human Services at 

the time was a key person who drove the decision to 

go forward with implementation. She, with the Mayor, 

developed the idea to have food grading in Newton and 

guided the inspectors and Standards Coordinator in its 

creation.

MASSACHUSETTS RESTAURANT  
ASSOCIATION

The Massachusetts Restaurant Association (MRA) 

represents all restaurants in Massachusetts. It is an 

important group to have as a partner because of its 

widespread reach and local involvement in the business 

aspect of owning a restaurant. It brought forward 

concerns that Newton took into consideration during 

the implementation of the system. One concern was 

that other communities would hastily adopt grading like 

Newton had, but without the thought that had gone into 

our grading system, and the resulting systems would be 

flawed. Newton was complimented by the Massachusetts 

Restaurant Association upon implementation for the 

thoughtful and detailed process we had taken in 

adopting our system. The MRA also said that they  

would refer other communities to our grading system 

process if they received word of another grading  

system starting in Massachusetts. 

NEWTON-NEEDHAM CHAMBER  
OF COMMERCE 

The Newton-Needham Chamber of Commerce is an 

organization that provides support for businesses 

in Newton and Needham (a neighboring town). The 

organization reached out to Newton to discuss plans for 

the food grading system and was very supportive of it, 

and it also helped support Newton food establishments 

to have their voices heard during the process. It 

understood the public health need and, because it has a 

broader reach of businesses than the Health and Human 

Services Department, it was able to help coordinate 

meetings among City officials, restaurant staff, and 

consumers in Newton. 

FDA

The FDA is also a stakeholder in the process of 

implementing the food grading system in Newton. 

Newton used the FDA Cooperative Agreement to help 

fund implementation efforts. Since many of the FDA 

Standards coincide nicely with implementing grading, the 

FDA was a useful partner. 

Barriers to Implementation
There were several concerns raised by Newton food 

establishments. Some were concerned that a poor grade 

could cause a loss in revenue, that food inspections were 

a “snapshot in time” and didn’t represent what happened 

on a daily basis at a restaurant, and that consumers 

would not know what the grades meant. 

Additional barriers included obtaining an electronic 

inspection software that met Newton’s needs (including 

the ability to change the inspection form ourselves to 

add/subtract points) and creating a system that the 

Health Department, the Executive Office, the restaurant 

industry, and consumers could all agree upon and 

understand. These challenges were part of the reason 

why the system took almost three years to execute.

HOW DID NEWTON ADDRESS  
THESE BARRIERS?

1. Addressing concerns of food establishments: Fear 

of lost revenue from a bad grade, negative perception 

of the public because of a bad grade, “snapshot-in-

time” argument about food safety inspections, different 

inspectors being more lenient than others, and 

reducing the subjectivity of inspections conducted by 

different inspectors.

Advisory Committee: Newton created a food 

safety advisory committee composed of any food 

establishment manager or owner who wanted to give 

feedback and input about the grading system. It was 

very important to give the food establishment owners 

and managers a chance to talk about their concerns. 

The first concern the committee brought up was that 

they believed that the food safety inspection was a 

“snapshot-in-time” picture of their restaurant, so a 

food safety inspection conducted at one time may 

not represent its standard operation. To address this 

concern (which the majority of managers brought up), 

the inspection staff explained how, if the appropriate 

Active Managerial Controls were in place, a food 

establishment’s food safety practices should never be 

in question and should never create a problem when it 

comes to a graded inspection. If a restaurant adopted 

the appropriate internal policies and procedures for 

day-to-day food safety work, the food establishment 

should always do well on an inspection (for example, 

assigning employees to monitor the internal 

temperature of food and keep accurate cooling logs). 

A manager creates a policy where, for example, every 

two hours, one employee is in charge of taking the 

internal temperature of all cooled foods. If the cooled 

foods are not at the appropriate temperature, then X 

occurs (i.e., the establishment has a policy that explains 

what happens when the employee finds a food is 

out of temperature range). If all foods are within the 

appropriate temperature range, that fact is recorded 

on the appropriate log. This type of policy represents 

one of many Active Managerial Controls that can take 

place within an establishment to prevent foodborne 

illness and to retain points on an inspection form 

for that particular violation. If the proper procedures 

are in place, the food inspection will not represent 

a “snapshot in time” and will represent what always 

happens at a food establishment when the inspectors 

are not there.

Another concern that the restaurant staff brought to 

the advisory committee was the potential for negative 

perception by the public to a bad grade and resulting 

loss of revenue to the establishment. Evidence from 

other communities with grading systems shows 

that a bad food inspection grade will not cause an 

appreciable loss of revenue to a food establishment 

(Ho, 2012). It does show a small amount of lost 

revenue, but only for grades “C” and below. Thus, to 

address this concern, Newton came up with another 

grade placard to add to the initial point/statement 

grade placard that indicated “All Violations Corrected.” 

This placard was to be placed in establishments that 

required and passed a follow-up inspection. Most 

establishments that received Superior and Excellent (A 

& B) grades would not require follow-up inspections; 

however, most grades below Level C would. These 

establishments would most likely be the ones 

concerned about negative perception to a bad grade 

and would receive the extra placard once all violations 

were addressed. 

Another way Newton addressed this concern was 

to offer additional employee food safety trainings. 

Newton offered and continues to offer monthly food 

safety trainings. The trainings are taught by the 

food inspectors, and they outline the most common 

violations that will cost the most points (Priority 

violations). The trainings are offered in the languages 

that are most prevalent in Newton and have consistent 

attendance. 

The advisory committee was apprehensive that 

implementing a grading system would result in 

restaurants receiving different grades from different 

inspectors because certain inspectors are perceived 

as more lenient than others. This fear was addressed 

by explaining Newton’s involvement in the nine FDA 

Voluntary National Retail Food Regulatory Program 

Standards. Subjectivity of inspectors is addressed in a 
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number of Retail Program Standards, namely Standards 

2 and 4. Standard 2 (Trained Regulatory Staff) focuses on 

ensuring that all inspectors are trained according to FDA 

requirements: completing the same (or similar) courses 

offered by the FDA, completing a training program similar 

to an FDA training program, and completing a series of 

joint inspections with an FDA Standardized Inspector. 

The whole FDA training process takes an inspector 

approximately 18 months to complete. It is the goal to 

have all inspectors trained in the same manner. The 

premise is that when all inspectors are trained in the 

same way, they will apply all FDA Food Code violations 

and provisions in the same way. Standard 4 (Uniform 

Inspection Program) outlines the Quality Assurance 

Program that all communities in compliance must 

have. The quality assurance program assures that the 

inspections coincide with the ten FDA quality elements. 

These elements include applying local laws and 

regulations, completing the inspection form in a timely 

manner, reviewing previous inspection results, and more. 

Complying with Standard 4 ensures that the standardized 

inspectors are indeed completing inspections in the 

same manner that is required by the FDA and thus are 

completing inspections in a non-subjective way. 

Subjectivity is also addressed on the electronic inspection 

form. The electronic inspection form is designed in a way 

that the inspectors do not know how many points a given 

violation is until it is clicked on. For example, the form 

mixes up Priority (worth 14 points), Priority Foundation 

(worth 4 points), and Core (worth 0 points) within each 

category. The inspector has to mark “OUT” in order to be 

brought to the correct code violation. The inspector will 

make his or her comments about the violation found and 

return to the form, where he or she is alerted how many 

points were removed. Over time, the inspectors learn 

which violations are worth which points, but they cannot 

choose how many points each violation is worth.

2. Addressing Health Department concerns: Finding an 

electronic inspection software that would be useful in 

the implementation of a grading system, and finding a 

happy medium between overregulation and enhancing/

protecting the public’s health by instituting the grading 

system.

First, the electronic inspection form was researched 

during the first year of receiving the Cooperative 

Agreement because Newton had adequate funding. The 

WinWam Software was purchased knowing that this 

system would meet our needs. The software allows a 

user to edit inspection forms, add points and deductions 

to questions, and formulate the inspection form to meet 

specific needs. Although the software itself is a bit clunky 

to a non-tech-savvy person, after a bit of practice, all of 

our inspectors were able to use it with no problem.

It was much more difficult to find a happy medium 

between overregulation and creating a grading system 

where everyone got an “A.” It took three years and 

multiple meetings per week to get the grading system 

off the ground. The Environmental Health Inspectors 

and Standards Coordinator met with the Commissioner 

weekly with ideas and concerns. The Commissioner 

would then float ideas up to the Mayor and Executive 

Office to see if those ideas would be supported. The 

Health Department team was also facing pressure from 

the Newton restaurant industry to do it the way they 

wanted it done, not to mention varied internal staff 

concerns. Multiple compromises were made to address 

stakeholder concerns while implementing a food 

grading system that would reduce foodborne illness 

and encourage better food safety practices in Newton 

food establishments. This balance was very difficult to 

maintain. The implementation process lasted three years 

because of the time it took to attain this balance. The 

grading system was implemented in a step-wise fashion, 

and this approach was both necessary and important 

in helping to maintain the partnerships with the various 

stakeholders involved in the food grading system.

APPENDIX B: GRADING SYSTEM RESEARCH
Grading and the Relationship to  
Decreased Foodborne Illness
Published research about food grading systems is 

sparse and inconsistent. In this literature review, a 

background of foodborne illness will be provided, as 

well as an overview of the current literature in relation 

to grading systems. 

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) 

track foodborne illnesses and estimate that one in six 

Americans become sick from contaminated food or 

beverages every year, and that reducing foodborne 

illness by 10% would prevent 5 million people per year 

from getting sick in the United States (CDC, 2015). 

The CDC estimates that restaurants (specifically, sit-

down-dining-style restaurants) were responsible for 

60% of outbreaks in 2013 (CDC’s Foodborne Disease 

Outbreak Surveillance System). The Center for Science 

in Public Interest (2008) approximates that up to 70% 

of foodborne illness outbreaks are linked to restaurant 

foods. 

Food grading systems are an effective way to 

communicate risk to the public, increase compliance 

of restaurants/food establishments in food code 

regulation, and decrease the prevalence of foodborne 

illness in the United States (Simon et al., 2005). Food 

grading systems have been linked to a decrease in 

foodborne illness hospitalizations (Simon et al., 2005; 

Jin & Leslie, 2003). Simon et al. (2005) compared 

foodborne illness hospitalization data five years before 

and three years after the implementation of the food 

grading system in Los Angeles County in 1998. They 

found a 13.1% decrease in the number of foodborne 

disease hospitalizations. This decrease was sustained 

over the next two years. 

In 2012, the National Association of County and City 

Health Officials (NACCHO) and the FDA studied the 

way that local health departments in the United States 

use scores and/or grades to convey results of retail 

food establishment inspections (NACCHO, 2014). They 

surveyed local public health departments all over the 

country, and out of 208 respondents, 38% stated 

that they use some sort of food grading and scoring 

system. Out of the local health departments that use 

a food grading system, about 17% use letter grades 

and about 75% use numerical scores. (Some health 

departments used graphics, images, or a combinations 

of letter grades, numerical scores, graphics, and/or 

images [NACCHO, 2014].) Sixty percent of local health 

departments believed that the presence of a food 

grading system had impacted restaurant operators’ 

attention to food safety, and 60 health departments 

also agreed that food grading systems have improved 

food safety in their communities (NACCHO, 2014). 

NACCHO stated that future research around food 

grading systems should address which particular 

approaches to food grading systems have a greater 

impact than others on the control of foodborne illness 

risk factors in retail food establishments. 

Grading as Risk Communication  
to Consumers
One reason Newton chose to implement a grading 

system was to communicate risk to consumers. 

Standard 3 of the FDA Voluntary Standards (of 

which Newton is in compliance) requires that the 

department have an inspection program that uses 

HACCP principles. Hazard Analysis Critical Control Point, 

or HACCP, is a management system in which food 

safety is addressed through the analysis and control 

of biological, chemical, and physical hazards from raw 

material production, procurement, and handling, to 

manufacturing, distribution, and consumption of the 

finished product (FDA, 2015). With the HACCP-based 

approach, restaurants are categorized based on risk 

level, and the frequency of inspections is based on that 

risk level. 

Food establishment inspections are complex, especially 

with the use of the HACCP-based approach. Most 

consumers are not familiar with HACCP principles, 
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and reviewing an inspection report to determine the 

safety of an establishment may be confusing. Food 

grading systems attempt to communicate risk by giving 

information about the food safety environment of food 

establishments in an accessible and understandable way. 

Seiver and Hatfield (2000) conducted a risk-based 

analysis of food grading systems in which they 

highlighted many opportunities and challenges in using 

grades to convey food safety inspection results. One of 

their primary concerns was that policies are changed 

without conducting policy analyses and without ensuring 

that all stakeholders believe that the information 

about risk that is being communicated is reliable. By 

collaborating with industry and consumers in the process 

of developing the grading system, Newton was able to 

develop a system that is transparent and understandable 

to consumers and restaurants alike. 

Seiver and Hatfield (2000) state that because food 

safety risks are not always easily identified by consumers, 

consumers depend on health officials to aid in decision-

making when deciding where to eat. Grading systems 

have the opportunity to communicate risk effectively 

if they are easily understood. If a consumer cannot 

understand the grade easily, it is unlikely that the grade 

will be considered in decision-making. 

Stakeholders from the restaurant industry expressed 

concern that consumers would be overly concerned 

about the food safety environment if they had direct 

access to the inspection report. Many consumers are 

not able, and should not be expected, to evaluate risk 

by reading an inspection report. Inspection reports are 

technical and filled with language from the FDA Food 

Code. Grades are used in Newton to communicate risk 

without requiring the consumer to know very much 

about food safety. Seiver and Hatfield (2000) state that 

the longer a risk label is, the more likely a consumer is to 

ignore it, which is why having something brief, but also 

specific, should be effective in communicating risk.   

In 2009, Filion and Powell published a review of 

restaurant inspection disclosure systems. In it, they 

discuss various grading systems. Grading systems 

vary in the type of disclosure used to communicate 

inspection results. Some systems use color-card systems, 

symbols, phrases, numerical grades, letter grades, or a 

combination of two or more types. Numerical scoring 

systems vary widely in their structure; points may either 

be deducted or awarded. Point value based on violations 

may also change according to the scale being used. 

Some U.S. and Canadian jurisdictions use a color-card 

system, where green, yellow, and red cards represent 

pass, conditional pass, or closed. In Denmark, a symbol 

grading system is used, where the highest mark an 

establishment can receive is a “happy smiley” (denoted 

by a happy smiling face) and the lowest mark a “sour 

smiley” (denoted by a sad face). 

Letter grading systems may also vary in their meaning. 

For example, in San Diego County in California, 

restaurants can receive an “A” grade if they have been 

cited for up to two priority violations. In other grading 

systems, such as the one used in Danbury, Connecticut, 

restaurants are unable to receive an “A” grade if they 

have any Priority violations observed at the time of 

inspection (Filion and Powell, 2009). 

Filion and Powell (2009) state that consumers desire 

information about food safety in order to make informed 

decisions about where to eat, but it is unclear what type 

of grading systems consumers prefer. They concluded 

that, although there are many types of grading systems, 

research has not been done to assess consumers’ 

preference for the type of grading system used to convey 

food safety inspection results. Making this assessment 

should be a goal of future investigation. 

Grading systems also help to increase compliance of 

food establishment owners and managers with the State 

and Federal Food Code, which is one of the primary 

reasons Newton became interested in implementing 

a grading system. Filion and Powell found that, in the 

presence of food grading systems, restaurants were more 

likely to demonstrate diligence in food safety practices. 

Preliminary data from Newton has shown a similar 

pattern; all restaurants have had improved grades from 

the first round of inspections to the second round of 

inspections. More data from Newton will be analyzed as it 

comes in after the third round of inspections. 

Other Grading Systems  
in the U.S.
In order to develop a food grading system for the City 

of Newton, other food grading systems in the United 

States were reviewed. The three food grading systems 

that were found to be the most helpful were those 

of Los Angeles County, California; New York City, New 

York; and Plano, Texas. 

LOS ANGELES COUNTY, CALIFORNIA 

Los Angeles County, California, has one of the most 

well-known grading systems in the country. They have 

been using a food grading system with letter grades 

since 1998. There have been several papers published 

on a group of studies that showed a decrease in 

foodborne illness hospitalizations after the food 

grading system was implemented, and this decrease 

was sustained for two years following implementation 

(Jin & Leslie, 2003; Simon et al., 2005). 

Los Angeles County’s inspection form is similar to that 

of the City of Newton, which measures risk factors as 

“IN” for in compliance, “OUT” for out of compliance, 

“N/O” for not observed, “N/A” for not applicable, and 

“COS” for corrected onsite during inspection. Newton 

has also added the option “R” for repeat violation, 

for tracking purposes. An inspection form design that 

includes IN, OUT, N/O, and N/A is the design required 

by the FDA. 

NEW YORK CITY, NEW YORK 

Since 2010, New York City has used a letter grade 

system. Restaurants are graded on a numerical scale, 

with restaurants scoring between 0-13 points earning 

an “A,” restaurants scoring between 14 and 27 earning 

a “B,” and restaurants with 28 points or more earning 

a “C.” Points are assigned to a violation based on the 

health risk to the public. Restaurants are required to 

post their letter grades on site, and the full inspection 

reports for all food establishments are available on the 

New York City Health Department’s website. The design 

of Newton’s grading placard was modeled after the 

one that is used in New York City. 

Some criticisms of the New York City grading system 

are that the system and its appeals process result in 

most establishments getting an “A.” Newton decided 

not to have any sort of appeal process for grades due 

to the time and program staff it takes to have such a 

process.

PLANO, TEXAS

Plano’s system uses letter grading that ranges from “A” 

to “F.” A grade of “F” results in the immediate closure 

of an establishment. Newton chose to use a numerical 

grading system rather than a letter grading system as 

a compromise with restaurant owners and managers 

in Newton. The grading matrix that Newton currently 

uses for food establishment inspections is similar to 

the one used in Plano, Texas. Both the arrangement 

of violations and sequential decrease in grades that 

is seen made sense to the inspectors and was pliable 

enough that adjusting points was easy (given the 

number of changes Newton had to make to its point 

system). Plano’s grading matrix was incredibly helpful 

to the creation of a point system in Newton.

Criticisms of Food Grading  
Systems 
In 2012, Daniel Ho published an analysis of food 

grading systems in which he stated several concerns. In 

criticizing current food grading systems, Ho described 

areas where improvement was needed if food grading 

systems were to become standard practice. He called 

the enthusiasm for food grading systems “Los Angeles 

Faith” because the set of studies that examined the Los 

Angeles food grading system was the only systematic 

and empirical evidence that supported the benefits of 

grading. Ho stated that there was an assumption that 

food grading systems consistently decrease foodborne 

illness outbreaks, even though this had only been 

shown to happen in Los Angeles. 

Ho (2012) and Seiver and Hatfield (2000) have shared 

the criticism that the same grading system is used 

for all restaurants, regardless of their level of risk. 

For example, a Dunkin’ Donuts is graded using the 
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same grading scale as a sushi restaurant, even though 

these establishments have different processes for food 

preparation. It is more difficult for a sushi restaurant to 

get a high grade than it is for a Dunkin’ Donuts. 

The criticisms of food grading are helpful to keep in 

mind in planning a food grading system. It is important 

to remember that, regardless of the type of restaurant 

(be it a simple production with no food preparation or 

a complex food preparation establishment), foodborne 

illness can be spread without complex systems. All it 

takes is a sick employee who didn’t wash his or her 

hands to infect a whole lot of people. What it comes 

down to is the responsibility held by the restaurant 

owners, managers, and employees to put the proper 

systems in place in order to decrease the likelihood of 

foodborne illness. 
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