
Best Practices for Maintaining 
Temperatures in Restaurant 
Walk-In Coolers & Freezers

Protect Food. Prevent Spoilage. Stay Compliant.
Maintaining proper refrigeration temperatures is one of the most 
important food safety practices in any restaurant. Temperature control 
helps prevent bacterial growth, preserves food quality, reduces waste, 
and supports compliance with health department regulations. The FDA 
Food Code recommends keeping cold-held foods at 41°F (5°C) or below and 
frozen foods at 0°F (-18°C) or below.

Recommended Operating Temperatures
WALK-IN COOLERS

Maintain an ambient air temperature between 35°F and 38°F to ensure food remains at safe temperatures. 		
Best practices include:

	+ Keep all Time/Temperature Control for Safety (TCS) foods at 41°F or below.

	+ Store raw meat, poultry, and seafood below ready-to-eat foods to prevent cross-contamination.

	+ Avoid placing products directly in front of evaporator fans where freezing can occur.

WALK-IN FREEZERS

Maintain freezer temperatures at 0°F or below. To maintain consistent temperatures:

	+ Monitor for fluctuations caused by frequent door openings.

	+ Ensure employees fully close freezer doors after every use.

	+ Keep products frozen solid and rotate inventory using the First In, First Out (FIFO) method.



Daily Temperature Management
MONITOR TEMPERATURES CONSISTENTLY

Routine monitoring helps identify problems before food safety 
is compromised.

	+ Check and record temperatures at least twice each day.

	+ Use calibrated digital thermometers.

	+ Install continuous temperature monitoring systems with alarm 
notifications whenever possible.

	+ Review temperature logs regularly for recurring issues 
or trends.

MINIMIZE DOOR OPENINGS

Every open door allows warm air into the unit, forcing refrigeration 
systems to work harder.

	+ Keep cooler and freezer doors closed whenever not actively 
loading or retrieving product.

	+ Train employees to gather everything they need 
before entering.

	+ Ensure strip curtains and automatic door closers are 
functioning properly.

	+ Report damaged doors or faulty seals immediately.

MAINTAIN PROPER AIRFLOW

Good airflow allows refrigeration systems to cool products evenly.

	+ Avoid overcrowding shelves.

	+ Keep products several inches away from walls and 
evaporator units.

	+ Leave space beneath shelving and between products for 
air circulation.

	+ Never store food directly on the floor.

COOL FOODS PROPERLY BEFORE STORAGE

Hot foods should never be placed directly into walk-in coolers.

Follow FDA 
cooling guidelines:

	+ Cool cooked foods from 
135°F to 70°F within 
2 hours.

	+ Then cool from 70°F to 
41°F or below within the 
next 4 hours.	

Recommended cooling 
methods include:

	+ Shallow pans

	+ Ice baths

	+ Blast chillers

	+ Dividing food into 
smaller portions

PREVENTIVE MAINTENANCE

Weekly

	+ Inspect door gaskets for 
cracks, tears, or leaks.

	+ Verify thermometer accuracy.

	+ Clean condenser and 
evaporator areas as needed.

Monthly

	+ Inspect and clear drain lines.

	+ Check fan motors and blades.

	+ Review temperature logs for 
unusual patterns.

Quarterly

	+ Schedule professional 
refrigeration maintenance.

	+ Verify refrigerant levels and 
overall system performance.

	+ Test temperature alarms and 
monitoring systems.



Common Temperature Control Problems

POTENTIAL CAUSE

Door left open, damaged gasket, 
overloaded cooler

Thermostat set too low, poor airflow

Humidity intrusion, door seal failure

Blocked airflow or fan failure

RECOMMENDED ACTION

Close door, repair seals, improve 
product spacing

Adjust settings, relocate product

Repair seals, reduce door openings

Rearrange inventory, inspect fans

ISSUE

Cooler temperature 
too high

Product freezing in cooler

Excess frost buildup

Uneven temperatures

Responding to Temperature 
Excursions
If temperatures rise above safe limits:

	+ Determine how long the temperature 
excursion occurred.

	+ Check the internal temperature of affected 
food immediately.

	+ Move products to backup refrigeration 
if needed.

	+ Document the incident and corrective 
actions taken.

	+ Discard food exposed to unsafe 
temperatures beyond regulatory limits.

	+ Contact a qualified refrigeration service 
provider if equipment failure is suspected.

RISK CONTROL TIP

Most refrigeration problems start with simple issues—doors left open, 
damaged gaskets, blocked airflow, or poor inventory organization. Routine 
temperature checks and preventive maintenance can catch these problems 
before they lead to food loss, equipment failure, or health code violations.
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Key Takeaway
Safe refrigeration depends 
on more than just setting 
the thermostat. Consistent 
temperature monitoring, 
proper product storage, 
adequate airflow, employee 
training, and preventive 
maintenance are essential for 
protecting food quality and 
preventing costly losses.

Target Temperatures
	+ Walk-In Cooler: 35°F–38°F

	+ Cold-Held Foods: 41°F 
or below

	+ Walk-In Freezer: 0°F 
or below

Maintaining these standards 
helps reduce food spoilage, 
avoid health department 
violations, and protect 
both your guests and your 
bottom line.
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