
S
ay the name “John Offerdahl” in southern
Florida and you’re certain to find football
lovers who remember him as the tough-as-
nails middle linebacker who played for the
Miami Dolphins for eight years in the late

1980s and early 1990s.
But a new generation of Offerdahl fans is developing,

one for which the name calls to mind bold, crunchy
tastes instead of bone-crunching tackles and sizzling
grilled meats rather than smoldering gridiron meetings.

And that suits John Offerdahl just fine.
As co-founder and president of Sunrise, Fla.-based

Offerdahl’s Café Grill, Offerdahl — who started the
concept with his wife, Lynn — has parlayed his athletic
success in Miami into a nine-unit fast-casual concept
that is capitalizing on the increasingly demanding tastes
of time-starved diners. 

The airy locations, each with fewer than 50 seats,
serve a variety of freshly grilled meats in salads, pastas
and the chain’s signature “chop bowls” — entrée combi-

nations of freshly grilled chicken, steak or salmon
served on beds of rice salad or pasta with a variety of
house-made sauces. Sandwiches, breakfast items and
even beer and wine are available, too. The average per-
person check is $8.05.

“Our concept offers items that are fresh baked and
flame grilled in-house throughout the day,” John Offer-
dahl says. “With that oven and grill and our selection of
fresh ingredients and sauces, there’s almost nothing we
can’t offer.”

The chain is profiting from several dining trends,
according to Judith Stocks, food critic for the South
Florida Sun-Sentinel.

“Today’s consumers are pretty savvy,” she says.
“They’re looking for and appreciate food that is freshly
prepared, healthfully prepared, and they value ethnic
experience. Offerdahl’s offers all of those. It’s a casual
setting, which is great for most people and fits into their
lifestyle needs.”

Offerdahl declined to disclose certain financial statis-

tics, including food and labor costs, saying only that the
business was “healthy.” A company statement listed
2004 systemwide sales at $6 million and projected a
surge in sales to $9 million for 2005.

For Offerdahl establishing and growing the chain
since its 2000 debut has been an ongoing process of fine-
tuning the end product. “It’s not like writing a book,
where you get your editor to look at it,” he says. “You
publish your mistakes, and then you fix them.”

But he’s hardly a rookie in the business. Offerdahl’s
Café Grill is John and Lynn’s second successful restau-
rant venture. In 1990 when Offerdahl still was playing in
the NFL, the pair opened a bagel shop in Weston, Fla.
Five years later — the same year Offerdahl retired from
pro football — the thriving chain, then boasting 10 units,
was purchased by Boston Market and later was devel-
oped into Einstein Bros. Bagels.

After the Offerdahls sold the bagel chain, a noncom-
pete contract affiliated with the sale kept them on the
sidelines for five years. But they soon realized that their
experimental second career had blossomed into a true
passion: They missed working in the restaurant industry.
So when the noncompete period expired, they were
quick to get back in the game.

“In 2000 we really wanted to get back to what we’d
been doing before — operating restaurants,” John Of-
ferdahl says. “Food’s a people thing, a social thing. It
was the easiest vehicle to touch people. We really want-
ed to go back and make a difference.”

Today the stores are clustered in the Florida counties
of Miami-Dade, Broward and Palm Beach, including
stores in Fort Lauderdale, downtown Miami, Hollywood
and Boca Raton.

There are no firm plans to open new units in 2005 or
2006, Offerdahl says. The current focus, he adds, is
building consistently high menu and management stan-
dards. However, he says he does plan to resume expan-
sion later and hasn’t ruled out leaving southern Florida.

Branching out beyond Dolphin territory would be a
challenging but manageable move for Offerdahl, says
Dave Shula, son of legendary Miami Dolphins coach
Don Shula and president of Shula’s Steak Houses, a 
Miami-based chain that now has 24 locations through-
out the country.

“You have to build a solid foundation as a restaurant
company with years of experience. You say, ‘Yeah, the
name is more recognizable, but there’s a restaurant con-
cept here. We have a successful track record,’ ” Shula
says.

“John will do well wherever he sets up shop,” he
adds. “It’s a great product that can stand on its own.”

Offerdahl’s success on the field — he was named
Rookie of the Year in 1986 and was a five-time Pro
Bowl player — may be linked closely to his current busi-
ness status, according to Shula. “[He] was a very hard
worker and a tremendous team player,” says Shula, who
also was assistant coach for the Dolphins during Offer-
dahl’s first few years with the team.

In business, as in football, “you have to be disciplined
(Continued on page 70)
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OFFERDAHL’S CAFÉ GRILL
Former football star shifts from gridiron to grill, serves up fresh, fast-casual fare

By Christi Ravneberg
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Offerdahl’s Café Grill, a fast-casual concept that offers its signature “chop bowls” as well as a selection of sandwiches,
has nine units in the Miami area and in reached $6 million in sales in 2004, according to a company statement.
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and organized, and you have to surround yourself with
good people,” Shula adds. “John understands how im-
portant training is in the NFL. I’m sure he doesn’t put
anyone behind the line who isn’t ready for the chal-
lenges he’ll face.”

Today Offerdahl has assumed a coachlike leadership
role in the chain, working closely with employees to
build the brand and cultivate customer loyalty. Offer-
dahl’s attracts mostly post-college professionals between
the ages of 25 and 50 and does a strong lunch business,
particularly at downtown locations.

In addition, Jim Branham, a franchisee who operates
three units with his brother Buddy, says the chain has a
high percentage of returning customers, including some

who frequent the chain several times a day. “The menu
is such that you can eat with us every day and not repeat
meals,” he says.

In fact, the variety of the menu — especially in terms
of ethnic options — gives the chain a competitive edge,
according to Stocks of the South Florida Sun-Sentinel.

Customers expect higher-quality products and 
increasingly are interested in exploring ethnic cuisines,
she says. “It used to be that most people didn’t under-
stand what pad Thai was. It used to be very exotic. Now
it’s the standard.” She commends Offerdahl’s wide vari-
ety of globally inspired entrées, which include Pacific
Rim salmon, Ginger Thai chicken, Tokyo Teriyaki and
Baja Steak Chop.

“I’m only going to expand that,” John Offerdahl
says. “We built this concept not to limit ourselves. You
can’t give me a dietary constraint, can’t give me an eth-
nicity that I can’t cater to with a new sauce or entrée.”

The sleek design of the 2,000-sqaure-foot stores is 
defined by its open kitchens, which feature specialty

grills to cook quickly meats
for several menu items, in-
cluding the seven signature
chop bowls. Among them
are the Johnny’s Chop, fea-
turing grilled chicken, ro-
maine, tomatoes and scal-
lions with yellow rice and
curry sauce; Ginger Thai,
with chicken, ginger slaw,
cucumbers, peanuts, scal-
lions, white rice and peanut
Thai sauce; and Baja Steak
Chop, with grilled steak, ro-
maine, black beans, toma-
toes, scallions, white rice and
chipotle-fennel sauce. The

bowls come in two sizes and range in price from $5.99 to
$8.49.

“When you pick it up, it’s steaming,” John Offerdahl
says of the dishes. “Not only is it a hot piece of steak,
but it’s next to a cold piece of tomato. That difference
between hot and cold means it’s the freshest thing you

can have in quick service.”
The best-selling salad is Johnny’s

House, according to Branham. That item,
priced at $5.49, features romaine, garban-
zo beans, cranraisins, feta, cucumbers,
sprouts, carrots, tomatoes, sunflower
seeds and a house-made vinaigrette devel-
oped from a recipe by Offerdahl’s moth-
er. Other offerings include the Zesty
Mediterranean and Asian Plum salads,
both priced at $5.49. The menu also in-
cludes some vegetarian and vegan op-
tions.

In a nod to his former business, Offer-
dahl serves his “famous” bagels as well as
breakfast sandwiches, including the Den-
ver Egglet, with egg, cheddar, salsa and
ham, for $3.99; the Nova Nosh, featuring
salmon, cream cheese, tomatoes, onions
and capers, for $5.99; and the Garden
Quiche, with egg, Portobello mushrooms,
scallions, tomatoes, Swiss cheese and
ham, for $4.29.

Off-site catering is available, and lunch
is by far the strongest daypart at the
chain, Branham explains. “Lines form
about 12:15 and last until 2. During busy
lunches we’ve done as many as 180 trans-
actions an hour – transactions, not cus-
tomers – that’s an order every 15 to 20
seconds,” he says.

To further focus on speed, employees
walk the line of customers and enter their
orders into handheld electronic devices
that immediately transmit requests to the
kitchen. “Then you’ll just be standing in
line, talking sports,” Branham says. “And

by the time you get up there to pay, your food is ready
and you’re thinking: ‘Wow. That was quick.’ ”

Though the focus of Offerdahl’s remains quality and
convenience — not celebrity worship — customers have
responded positively to the personality-driven concept.
Framed pictures of Offerdahl hang in the stores and
build “credibility and reality,” Offerdahl says.

“There are pictures of me tackling John Elway, and
there are pictures of me fishing with my kids,” he says.
“There’s a soul. There’s not a CEO that flips every
week. . . . People like to know the essence behind a
brand.”

But other than the name and a few gridiron action
shots, the chain doesn’t display the trophy-case memo-
rabilia of a sports-theme restaurant.

“My wife and I believed we could build a concept
where the hero is food, not football,” Offerdahl says.
“We don’t want to be a sports bar. But we don’t want to
hide our history.”

It was a smart business move, according to Shula.
“What you have to do is build a fundamentally sound
restaurant concept. People will come back because they
like the experience, not because they expect to see John
Offerdahl or Don Shula,” he says. “That’s where so
many celebrity restaurants don’t succeed: The product
they serve — that combination of food, design and expe-
rience — is not such that they’ll come back without the
possibility of a celebrity sighting. John completely un-
derstands that.”

And though John Offerdahl’s careers as pro football
player and restaurateur may seem to be worlds apart,
Shula explains that Offerdahl recognizes one crucial
commonality.

“It’s the same as football: If the fans aren’t coming,
you’re not getting a paycheck,” he says. “John knows
you have to realize and appreciate how special each of
your customers are.”

John Offerdahl, a former middle linebacker for the 
Miami Dolphins, opened Offerdahl’s Cafe Grill, below, with his

wife, Lynn, in 2000. It is the second restaurant venture for
the pair, who in 1995 sold a 10-unit bagel shop they created.

http://www.nrn.com

OFFERDAHL’S CAFÉ GRILL

Owners: John and Lynn Offerdahl
Headquarters: Sunrise, Fla.
No. of units: 9
Annual sales per unit: N/A
States where located: Florida
Type of concept: fast-casual
Average check: $8.05
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