
{ bottom line } by Randy Caparoso

Training Day
HOW TO SUCCEED ON THE FLOOR IN TODAY’S CHALLENGING  
BUSINESS CLIMATE
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BACK IN THE DARK AGES—namely the 
1970s and 1980s, when even white-table-
cloth restaurants sold ten times more Blue 
Nun and Lancer’s Vin Rosé than California 
Chardonnay and red Bordeaux—I relied 
on a variety of selling techniques to light 
a fire under guests. Just to feed my family, 
after all, I had to work full time in retail 
stores to support my sommelier career 
at night, so I had a range of skills at my 
disposal in an era when many servers had 
as little clue as diners.  

While times have changed to some 
extent, the current business climate is a 
difficult one for the hospitality industry at 
large. The other day, Amanda Wittstrom 
Higgins—the former vice president of 
Ancient Peaks Winery and the founder 
of consulting firm Full Cup Solutions—
sent these observations: “It’s no secret 
that staffing in winery tasting rooms 
is extremely difficult. Either there 
isn’t enough staff or management 
does not have time to train new 
people. The most basic processes, 
made worse by COVID, can fall 
through the cracks when wineries 
are spread too thin.” The situa-
tion is the same for restaurants: 
Staff training, now as then, is like 
pulling teeth.

So it would behoove res-
taurant operators to borrow 
some of Wittstrom Higgins’ ad-
vice on how to sell just to live 
another day. Here’s my adaptation 
of her basic tenets of staff training:
■	 Smile. When getting dressed in 

the morning, the most impor-
tant thing anyone can possibly 
put on is a friendly face. 

■	 Set the table. Surround guests with 
nonverbal selling tools that “assume” 
the sale and that let them know how 
important wine is to their experience. 
This includes not only providing glass-
ware on the table but also decorating 
the room with wine displays, decant-
ers, and so on.

■	 Do your research. Take advantage of 
reservation-booking tools that pro-
vide information on guests, not only 
because guests are flattered by the 
recognition but also because the more 
you know, the easier it is to tailor your 
service to their needs.

■	 Prepare ten-second pitches. Do 
drills, and do them again, until you’ve 
memorized brief yet compelling 
descriptions of every wine on your list, 
every dish on your menu, and every 
detail about your restaurant—the 
owners, the chefs, everything.

■	 Compile tasting notes for every 
training session and consider offering 
short, sweet descriptions of the wines 
on the list itself as a useful tool for 
staff as much as guests.

■	 Extending simple invitations to 
guests to join your email list or “fre-
quent flyer” club (a timeless idea) or 
to attend upcoming events will always 
be Marketing 101.

■	 Ask for the sale. Restaurant sales are 
exactly the same as retail or any other 
sales in that you never get anything 
unless you ask for it in the form of 

a question such as “May I sug-
gest a wine with that course?” 
This is not “check-building,” it is 
enhancing guest experiences.

■	   Hire effective managers. Poor 
service, which is the fastest 

way to go out of business, 
is a direct reflection on 
management, not staff. If 
managers can’t effectively 
train, they’re useless—and 
of course, if you’re not 
willing to pay them for 
their ability to do just that, 
you have only yourself to 
blame.  

 

Amanda Wittstrom Higgins 
is the founder of consulting 

firm Full Cup Solutions.
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