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Inside the Chipotle Employee Handbook 2020:
A Guide to Culture, Standards, and
Opportunity

For anyone stepping into the vibrant, fast-paced world of Chipotle
Mexican Grill, the Chipotle Employee Handbook 2020 serves as
more  than  just  a  rulebook—it  is  a  foundational  document  that
outlines the company’s core philosophy, operational standards, and
commitment to its people. Whether you are a new crew member, a
seasoned service manager, or simply curious about what it takes to
work  at  one  of  America’s  most  iconic  fast-casual  restaurants,
understanding  the  contents  of  this  handbook  offers  a  revealing
glimpse into the company’s unique culture. This article explores the
essential  components of  the employee handbook from that era,
breaking down its approach to training, food safety, career growth,
and the famous “Top 10%” mindset.

The Philosophy Behind the Handbook: Cultivating
the Best

The  Chipotle  Employee  Handbook  2020  was  not  merely  a
collection  of  policies;  it  was  a  reflection  of  the  brand’s  mission:
“Cultivate a Better World.” This mission extends beyond the plate
to the very people who prepare and serve the food. The handbook
emphasized that every employee, from the grill cook to the cashier,
is  a  vital  part  of  a  larger  ecosystem  dedicated  to  Food  with
Integrity. Unlike many corporate handbooks that feel sterile and
legalistic,  Chipotle’s  version  from  2020  was  designed  to  feel
accessible, motivational, and deeply tied to the company’s values.
It encouraged employees to take ownership of their roles, to be
proactive, and to embrace a culture of continuous improvement.

Key Sections of the 2020 Handbook

1. Food Safety and Integrity: The Non-Negotiable Standard

At the heart of the Chipotle Employee Handbook 2020 lies an
unwavering commitment  to  food safety.  Following challenges in
previous  years,  the  2020  handbook  placed  an  even  stronger
emphasis on rigorous safety protocols. Employees were trained on
the “10 Steps to Great Food,” a systematic approach to ensuring
that every burrito, bowl, and taco meets the highest standards of
freshness and safety. Key policies included:

Proper Handwashing: Detailed procedures for frequency
and technique, including the use of the “scrub, rinse, and
repeat” method between every task.
Temperature Control: Strict guidelines for monitoring the
temperature of ingredients, from cold-holding to hot-holding,
to prevent bacterial growth.
Allergen Awareness: Comprehensive training on cross-
contact prevention, especially for common allergens like
dairy, gluten, and soy.
Clean as You Go: A core principle that every surface, tool,
and station must be cleaned immediately after use to
maintain a sanitary work environment.

This section of the handbook was not presented as optional. It was
framed as the responsibility of every team member. The handbook
made it clear that food integrity is the single most important aspect
of  the  job,  and  that  any  deviation  from these  protocols  could
compromise the trust of the customer.

2. The Culture of “The 10%” and High Performance

One of the most distinctive elements of the Chipotle Employee

Handbook 2020 was its focus on the “Top 10%” philosophy. This
concept,  championed  by  leadership,  was  embedded  into  the
handbook’s  performance  management  section.  The  idea  was
simple: Chipotle aims to attract, develop, and retain only the top
10% of talent in the industry. This translated into clear expectations
for employees:

Ownership Mentality: Employees were encouraged to treat
the restaurant as if they owned it, which meant taking pride
in every detail, from the cleanliness of the dining room to the
speed of the line.
Continuous Learning: The handbook promoted a growth
mindset, urging crew members to seek out certifications,
cross-train in different stations, and pursue leadership roles.
Accountability: A straightforward approach to performance
reviews, where employees received honest feedback on their
strengths and areas for improvement.

This  section  also  addressed  the  company’s  famous  “Restaurant
Excellence”  standards,  which  were  used  to  evaluate  employee
performance and restaurant success. The handbook made it clear
that mediocrity was not acceptable, but it also provided the tools
and support needed for employees to excel.

3. Career Growth and Education Opportunities

The  Chipotle  Employee  Handbook  2020  placed  a  strong
emphasis on career advancement. Chipotle has long been known
for promoting from within, and the handbook outlined the clear path
from crew member to crew chief, service manager, apprentice, and
general manager. A notable highlight was the “Chipotle Cultivate”
education  program,  which  offered  employees  access  to  tuition
reimbursement  and  debt-free  degrees.  The  handbook  detailed:

Tuition Reimbursement: Up to $5,250 per year for eligible
employees pursuing degrees in fields like business, culinary
arts, or hospitality.
Internal Promotion Pathways: A step-by-step guide on
how to apply for management positions, including the
required skill sets and certifications.
Mentorship Programs: Information on how to connect with
experienced managers who could guide employees through
their career journey.

This section was designed to inspire loyalty and show that Chipotle
views  its  employees  as  long-term  investments,  not  just  hourly
workers. The handbook encouraged employees to dream big and
provided the roadmap to get there.

4. Workplace Conduct and Code of Ethics

Every employee handbook must address workplace behavior, and
the 2020 version was no exception. However, Chipotle’s approach
was notably centered around respect, inclusion, and transparency.
The handbook outlined policies on:

Harassment and Discrimination: A zero-tolerance policy
for any form of harassment, discrimination, or retaliation.
Employees were trained on how to report incidents
confidentially.
Integrity and Honesty: Clear expectations regarding cash
handling, inventory management, and reporting of errors. The
handbook stressed that honesty is non-negotiable.
Dress Code and Appearance: Specific guidelines for
uniforms, including the iconic Chipotle t-shirt, aprons, hats,
and closed-toe shoes. The handbook also addressed personal
grooming and hygiene standards.
Use of Technology: Policies on cell phone usage during



work hours, social media conduct, and data privacy.
Employees were reminded that representing the brand online
carries responsibility.

The language in  this  section was firm but  fair,  emphasizing that  a
respectful workplace is built by every individual. The handbook also
included  a  detailed  explanation  of  the  company’s  grievance
process,  ensuring  that  employees  knew  their  voices  would  be
heard.

5. Scheduling, Attendance, and Compensation

Practical details about day-to-day operations were also a key part of
the Chipotle Employee Handbook 2020. The handbook provided
clear guidelines on:

Attendance Policy: Expectations for punctuality, call-out
procedures, and the importance of reliable attendance for
team success.
Shift Swaps: A straightforward process for requesting shift
changes, emphasizing communication with managers and
fellow crew members.
Pay and Benefits: Information about hourly wages,
overtime eligibility, and the comprehensive benefits package,
including health insurance, paid time off, and sick leave.
Meal Breaks and Rest Periods: Compliance with state and
federal labor laws regarding breaks, with a note that Chipotle
encourages employees to use their breaks to recharge.

This  section  was  practical  and  designed  to  answer  common
questions employees might have about their pay and schedule. The
handbook made a point to highlight the value of benefits, especially
the access to mental health resources and wellness programs.

6. Sustainability and Community Engagement

Staying true to the “Cultivate a Better World” mission, the Chipotle
Employee Handbook 2020  included a section on sustainability
and community involvement. Chipotle employees were encouraged
to  participate  in  local  food  drives,  recycling  initiatives,  and
partnerships with local farmers. The handbook detailed:

Waste Reduction Goals: Instructions on how to properly
sort waste, compost, and recycle within the restaurant.
Local Sourcing: A reminder of the company’s commitment
to using locally sourced ingredients where possible, and how
employees could contribute to this effort.
Volunteer Opportunities: Information on how to sign up for
company-organized volunteer events, such as working with
food banks or community gardens.

This  section  was  unique  in  that  it  positioned  employees  as
ambassadors for the brand’s values. It was a source of pride for
many team members,  knowing that their  work contributed to a
larger social and environmental mission.

The Handbook as a Tool for Onboarding and
Training

In practice, the Chipotle Employee Handbook 2020 was used as
a central component of the onboarding process. New hires received
a  printed  or  digital  copy  during  their  first  days  on  the  job,  and
managers were trained to walk through key sections with them. The
handbook was also referenced throughout an employee’s tenure
during  regular  training  sessions  and  performance  reviews.
Importantly,  the  handbook  was  updated  periodically  to  reflect
changes  in  labor  laws,  company  policies,  and  industry  best
practices. The 2020 edition, in particular, included updates related
to  health  and  safety  in  light  of  the  evolving  global  situation,
including enhanced sanitation protocols  and guidelines for  team
member wellness.
Why the Handbook Mattered to Employees

For  many Chipotle  employees,  the  handbook  was  more  than  a
bureaucratic  document.  It  was  a  source  of  clarity  and
empowerment. Knowing exactly what was expected of them—from
f o o d  s a f e t y  p r o c e d u r e s  t o  c a r e e r  a d v a n c e m e n t
opportunities—helped  reduce  anxiety  and  build  confidence.  The
Chipotle Employee Handbook 2020  also served as a unifying
document, connecting team members across hundreds of locations
to a common set of standards and values. It reinforced the idea that
every  role,  from the  person  chopping  cilantro  to  the  manager
running the shift, was integral to the restaurant’s success.

Conclusion: A Blueprint for Success and Culture

The Chipotle Employee Handbook 2020 stands as a testament
to the company’s commitment to its people and its principles. By
blending rigorous operational standards with a genuine investment
in employee growth, Chipotle created a document that not only
instructed  but  also  inspired.  The  handbook  made  it  clear  that
working at Chipotle was about more than making burritos—it was
about being part of a movement to change the way people eat and
work.  For anyone who stepped through the doors of  a Chipotle
restaurant that year, the handbook was their guide to mastering
the craft, advancing their career, and contributing to a culture of
excellence. It remains a powerful example of how a well-crafted
employee handbook can shape the entire experience of a company,
from the back of the house to the front line.


