Serve food at the table
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Learning objectives

When you have completed this unit you will be able to:

1. Greet & assist customers when they arrive
2. Give guests accurate information about menu items
3. Serve customers their food order
4. Provide customers with appropriate cutlery & condiments
5. Keep the dining area clean & tidy during service
Contents

This booklet will be split into manageable reading and learning sections for you to gain information for the work you will be required to undertake as part of your learning experience.

1. Identifying customer requirements

2. Considerations

3. Greeting customers

4. Restaurant etiquette

5. Presenting the menu

6. Taking orders

7. Adjusting the place settings

8. Adjusting the table items

9. Serving the food

10. Maintaining high standards

Introduction

The principle of good food service is to present the customer with products from the kitchen, with speed, efficiency and an appropriate level of hospitality.

We can do this by creating an atmosphere in the restaurant; we sometimes refer to this as the ‘Meal Experience’.  The experience of eating out is not only about the food, it can be about:

· The atmosphere

· The service

· The company

The waiting staff can affect the first two of these to a very large extent and can spoil or make the overall meal experience for our customers.
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Identifying customer requirements
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Originally the bill of fare, as it is termed in English, or menu in French, was not presented at the table.  The banquet consisted of only two courses, each made up of a variety of dishes, anything from 10 to 40 in number.  The first 10 – 40 dishes were placed on the table before the diners entered – hence the word entrée – and, when consumed, were removed or relieved by 10 – 40 other dishes – hence the words releves and removes.

The menu is the most important part of the caterer’s work and its compilation is regarded as an art only through experience and study.  It is therefore important to ensure that the menu is well-balanced, appetising and well written.

Despite providing a well-written menu as part of the preparation of table service, customers are often left wondering what the flavour of the sauce covering their meat will taste like and whether the meat will be cooked slightly pink.  It is at this time that serving staff cannot only help the customer with a depth of menu knowledge and customer service skills, but they can help the company by selling up.

All staff should have full knowledge of what the standard menu is made up of, in addition to the various specials, promotions and side orders on offer.  

The number of courses on a menu, and dishes within each course, depends on the size and class of establishment.  In an establishment where full food preparation and service brigades are in full operation a full menu may be offered.  In this case the courses or sections of the menu may be divided as follows:

Menu course




Example
1. Hors-d’oeuvre



Smoked Salmon, Oysters, Snails
2. Soup (potage)



Clear Onion soup
3. Egg (oeufs)



Poached egg florentine
4. Rice & pasta (farineaux)

Ravioli, spaghetti
5. Fish (Poisson)



Poached salmon, Hot shellfish
6. Entrée




Saute chicken, Steak, Lamb cutlets
7. Sorbet






8. Releve




Normally larger than entree’s – Roast rib of beef 
9. Roast (roti)



Roast game or poultry
10. Vegetables (legumes)


Asparagus & hollandaise sauce
11. Salads (salades)



12. Cold buffet (buffet froid)

13. Sweet (entremets)


Hot or cold.  Crepes, ice-cream, bavarois
14. Savoury (savoureux)


Welsh rarebit, chicken livers on toast
15. Cheese (fromage)


A selection of hard, soft, cream & blue cheeses
16. Fresh fruit (dessert)



17. Beverages



Tea, coffee selection
This sequence may be used to compile and present current menus, although it is common for courses to be grouped.  At its most simple this could be:
Starters (1-4)

Main courses (5-6, 8-12)

Dessert (13-16)

Beverages – are not counted as a course on a menu
Although in this sequence, sweets are shown before savoury and cheese courses, it has become more common for the sweet course to be taken after the savoury but before the cheese course.

Check the menu in your restaurant and see how closely it matches these guidelines.

Considerations

Staff should be made aware of dish compositions for health reasons; customers may have allergies against ingredients which could be fatal if consumed.  Staff should be clear and precise when answering customer questions about dish composition.

Food Standards Agency – View the website for additional allergy information http://www.eatwell.gov.uk/healthissues/foodintolerance/foodintolerancetypes/shellfishallergy/
Coeliac disease -
Coeliac disease is also called gluten intolerance or gluten sensitivity. It's an auto-immune disease, which means the body's immune system attacks itself. The type of reaction it causes is different to a food allergy - it doesn't cause anaphylaxis. Many people with coeliac disease don't realise they have it.  It is important to bear in mind that celiac disease is different to wheat allergy.
Wheat allergy - 
Wheat allergy is not very common in the UK. One of the main allergens in wheat is a protein called gliadin, which is found in gluten. Because of this, people with a wheat allergy are sometimes recommended to eat a gluten-free diet.

However, it is important to note that wheat allergy and coeliac disease are different conditions, and foods that are labelled as being 'gluten free' may not be suitable for people with a wheat allergy. See the section on coeliac disease for more information about gluten.

Egg allergy -
Like most food allergies, egg allergy is more common in childhood and about half the children who have it will grow out of it by the age of three. In a few cases, egg allergy can cause anaphylaxis.

Cereal allergy -
A number of different types of cereal can cause reactions in people who are sensitive. Intolerance or allergy to wheat is more common in the UK than allergy to rye, barley, oats, maize/corn and rice.
Nut allergy - 
When someone has a nut allergy, this usually lasts all their life. The nuts that are most likely to cause allergic reactions are walnuts, hazelnuts, almonds, pecans, Brazil nuts, macadamia nuts and cashew nuts. On rare occasions, all these nuts can cause anaphylaxis in people who are sensitive.
Shellfish -
Allergy to shellfish is quite common and people who are sensitive can react to a number of different types of shellfish, such as shrimps, prawns, lobsters, crabs, crayfish, oysters, scallops, mussels and clams.

People who are allergic to one type of shellfish often react to other types. Shellfish allergy can often cause severe reactions, and some people can react to the vapours from cooking shellfish.
It is also important to understand the ethical and cultural respects that customers may follow when choosing items from a menu e.g.
BUDDHISM. CHRISTIANITY. HINDUISM. JUDAISM. ISLAM. SIKHISM
We should also be aware of the needs of health trends and personal preferences such as:
Vegetarians -

In the main, vegetarians will not eat meat

Vegans -

Vegans will not eat meat, animal flesh or dairy type products
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Greeting customers 
In all operations, hospitality is of the greatest importance.  Greeting and seating may be related to a large restaurant unit or to a small food servery.  New customers will need guidance as they are unfamiliar with your type of operation and regular clientele want to feel appreciated as a valued customer.

[image: image5.wmf]
The importance of an appropriate greeting cannot be over stressed in much the same way as entering a bar, recognition within the first few seconds will prevent agitation and help the customer feel relaxed.  Remember, a warm, friendly smile and a pleasant greeting when you first meet customers will do much to help them enjoy their meal.

Reserved tables
After you have greeted the customer, ask if they have reserved a table.  When the customer answers ‘yes’, ask for their name.  Check the reservation in the reservations book, record the size of the party and which table number has been allocated to them, this is also an opportunity to confirm any special requirements such as: access, children, elderly, special dietary needs or allergies etc.

You may become familiar with your customers over time and be able to refer to them by name at a glance; these may also become VIP guests for your establishment and should be taken directly to their allocated table.  This gives an impression of personal service which the customer appreciates.

You may also come across large parties for a private function or festival outing, rather than trying to deal with each guest individually, try to deal only with the ‘host’ or the named person who made the reservation with you.  This makes your work routine an awful lot easier for you, your colleagues and your customers.

Chance customers
If the customer does not have a reservation or is unexpected it is important to confirm the number of people in the party and establishing whether a table is available, or when one might become available and inform the customer of your findings.  Allow them the option to take a seat in the bar area whilst you find this information out.

When customers have to wait for a table, give an estimated waiting time.  Provided that this is not too long, the customer will usually welcome your suggestion to wait and have a drink at the bar.  Keep in contact with the customer and inform your colleagues that your customers are waiting; there is nothing more infuriating than other customers getting your table.
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If the wait is too long for the customer, or you know you will be unable to accommodate them, apologise.  Try to be helpful, never state that ‘You should have booked’, instead, explain how busy you get on certain days/evenings and that bookings can sometimes be taken up to, for example 2 weeks in advance; this will help them for making a booking in the future.  If you have a business card with your restaurant contact details, why not offer one to the customer.  It is always helpful if you are familiar with other establishments in your local area, you could suggest an alternative restaurant and offer them a telephone number to contact them.  Although you are unable to accommodate them this visit, by being friendly and helpful to the customer will make them want to return to you at a later opportunity.

Restaurant etiquette
Special assistance
Staff must be made aware of the needs of the disabled.  Wheelchair users need room to manoeuvre and often hate to feel a burden on other people, therefore the minimum of fuss is desired to accommodate them.  On the other hand, care should be taken to ensure they do not obstruct customer traffic or exits.
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Customers may also require help with communicating the menu; does your organisation offer facilities for those who are partially sighted by offering a Braille menu.  Customers who are hard of hearing will not be able to understand what you are saying unless you speak clearly and sometimes directly at them so they can read your lips and facial expression.
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Children

Most food operations welcome children when accompanied by an adult and some houses provide a special children’s menu or play area or colouring pad to keep them amused whilst waiting for their food to be served.

Does you organisation have high chair facilities or booster cushions to put on seats.  A happy child will make the dining experience for the whole family an easier and more enjoyable one.
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Queuing
In any operation queuing for a table or for service should be controlled to prevent congestion and to maintain customer satisfaction.  Customers need to be informed how long they will be expected to wait and should perhaps be offered a menu and a seat.  Typical examples of places that offer a queuing system are Planet Hollywood, Hard Rock Café, Rain Forest Café and Brewer’s Fayre.
Seating

In a bar environment some tables may be set aside for dining as well as providing a fully functioning restaurant.  Whatever the case, staff must be aware of what seating is available and what has been pre-booked/reserved.  When not in use, seats should be kept tucked in where appropriate and staff should watch out for the confused customer and be on hand to provide assistance.

Coats

Depending on the type of establishment, coats may be ‘taken’ by the staff or hung up by the customer in a designated cloakroom area.  In all cases, it is important to display a disclaimer notice which may protect the company from a claim for loss or damage.
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Presenting the menu
The customer may have seen the menu if they have been waiting for a table, however, once seated, you should present the menu to them, ensuring that it is presented the correct way up and is still clean from when you checked it earlier during preparation.  This is your opportunity to inform the customer of the daily specials and ask whether there are any special requirements (allergies, healthy options etc).  As you have the customers’ attention, mention if there are any dishes not available (this could be due to demand/popularity of the dish or through poor portion control, whatever the reason, apologise to the customer and possibly make a suggestion towards another item on the menu).  Be ready to describe dishes to your customers, sell them your serves and don’t just leave them to choose.
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If a menu is well written, there should not be much need for you to explain each dish that is available, however, you may need to help them by explaining the sauce accompaniment or the cooking method being used.  Your kitchen staff should be able to inform you of this before service has begun.  

We mentioned earlier about ‘selling up’, describing a dish and its accompaniments to a customer is one way of doing this, especially if the organisation wish to promote a certain special dish.  However, we can sell up even on basic menu items by offering a sauce to accompany the steak, or promoting a better cut of steak from the one chosen by the customer.

The way you explain a dish to a customer can either encourage them to try or opt for a dish they are familiar with.  If you have the opportunity to try out dishes before they are served to customers it is a good way of helping you to describe the dish.  

“The sauce is hot, sweet, spicy, fragrant, zesty, creamy or smooth”.  
“The jus has a lemon zing”.  

“The Aberdeen Angus rib eye steak is tender and melts in the mouth”.  

“The crème brulee has a hint of rhubarb and is so creamy, it’s absolutely delicious”.  
Or why not use previous customer comments that you have heard:

“One of my customers earlier this evening had the Pancetta and Broccoli Tagliatelle and they said it was the best they’d tasted”.

It may not be your responsibility to type up the menu, however, if you have suggestions to improve the layout, wording or description of dishes, speak to your line manager.
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Taking orders

First of all, ensure your customers are ready to have their order taken.  Watch the customer for their non-verbal communication, this means watch their body language.  The customer may be looking around for you or have the menu closed on the table, be ready to approach them and ask if they are ready for you to take their order or if they would like a little more time.  Never rush them or keep them waiting too long.

Always face the customer as they make their choice and look at them when they speak so they know you have acknowledged them.  It is usually considered polite to take the women’s orders before you take the men’s and leave the host til last.  You will need to identify the ‘host’ or the party leader at an early stage in order to do this.  If the organisation operates a less formal mode, you could ask who at the table is ready to order and allow the customers to sort themselves out on whose turn it is. 
Example of formal order





8th guest -Host

7th male guest


1st female guest



3rd female guest





4th male guest











2nd female guest



6th child guest


5th male guest

Work out some way of identifying the first person you take an order from e.g. lady in blue jumper and work clockwise round the table taking the orders from female guests, then male guests until you reach the host.   Alternatively, children may have their order taken first at the request of the host.
Be patient when customers are indecisive or change their minds – never show that you are in a hurry or irritated by this, instead, help the customer by making suggestions or try gently to guide them towards one part of the menu.  Whoever you are serving, remain calm and interested in them as an individual, and ask them if they would like extra accompaniments – a side salad, onion rings for instance.
Never promise something that cannot be delivered.  A customer may ask for something that is not on the menu for instance, understand and acknowledge your organisation’s policy for handling this type of situation.  It may be as simple as asking the kitchen staff whether they have the ingredients to make the dish.

Once you are satisfied that you have taken everyone’s order for your table, read the order back to them to check your understanding and confirm the order to the customer’s.  Mistakes are frustrating and not only cause problems for the kitchen but annoy the customer also.
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Orders for food can be taken in different ways, using a hand-held terminal which is linked to a computer and a printer in the kitchen; a simple order pad; or relying on memory which we do not encourage you to do.

The aims are the same:

1. To find out what the customer requires from the menu

2. To pass the information onto the kitchen staff

3. To calculate the amount which customers have to pay

A basic order pad will look like this:


Hints & tips

· Try to identify the host

· Offer the host the wine list in addition to a menu

· It is polite to ask female guests for their order first

· Use the menu name of the dish, abbreviate and write clearly

· Separate starters from main courses by drawing a line between them

· Take a note of special requirements

· Try to remember who orders what dish (work clockwise around the table)

Adjusting the place settings
Removing place settings
If the table is set for more customers than is required, remove the extra place settings carefully and quietly and with as few trips as necessary.
1. use a small tray or show plate with a napkin on top of it

2. place the side plate on the tray or plate and the napkin on top of it

3. pick up each item of cutlery one at a time and place on top of the napkin 

4. wedge the base of the glass under the edge of the napkin

In order to make the table more comfortable for the customer, you may also remove the un-used chair so long as it does not cause a disturbance to the customers.  In doing so, the remaining covers on the table may require re-setting to provide more space on the table.

Adjusting cutlery

Once an order has been transferred to the kitchen, return to the table with any extra cutlery that customers may require.  At the same time, remove any that will not be required.

It is important to perform this task quickly and quietly with very little disturbance to the customer:

· collect all extra items you need from the sideboard or still area e.g. fish knives and forks or steak knives

· place the cutlery on a small tray or show plate which has been lined with a napkin

· Proceed around the table in a clockwise position.  You may use your order pad to help you identify which customer requires which cutlery for the dish they have ordered

· standing to the right of the customer, remove any cutlery from the right of the table setting that is not required e.g. soup spoon & large knife

· place down the new cutlery on the same side of the setting e.g. fish knife and steak knife

· move to the left of the customer, remove & replace the forks

· remove & replace the cutlery from the right of the next customer

Example of cutlery


Soup spoon


Coffee spoon


Pastry fork


Teaspoon


Dessert spoon 

Dessert fork


Dessert knife


Dinner fork 

Dinner knife

Adjusting the table items
Before you take food to the table, check that each customer has the correct cutlery as the customer may have dropped it or you may have forgotten a piece of cutlery when adjusting the place setting.
Ensure that customers have the condiments they require for the dishes they have requested; these may be taken to the table at the time the dish is served or may be available prior to the plate being presented.  Remove condiments from the table once the customer no longer requires them or once the main course has been removed whichever suits the customer and organisational policy.

Serving the food
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Smooth service of food is paramount to any restaurant.  Not only do customers want polite, friendly and helpful waiting staff, they also require speed and efficiency of service.  However, hygienic standards of service is paramount and it is vital that your fingers do not touch the food on the pate at any time.
Whenever possible always serve food on the left-hand side of the customer.
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Cold meals should ideally be served first, followed by female guest orders, other guests and finally the host.  
Inform the customer that you are behind them with their meal to avoid knocking into you.  When approaching the table be aware of bags, umbrellas and walking sticks and any other objects the customer may have bought along.

If you have a particularly large table to serve, ask your colleagues for help so that the food gets to the table as quickly and efficiently as possible.  It is important not to carry more plates than you can feasibly manage; safety is paramount during service; for you, your colleagues and your guests.

Presenting the food to the customer the way the kitchen staff request is important in maintaining operational standards for consistency of service, an example of this would be the way food is plated, or if your organisation uses crested/logo crockery this should be placed in front of the customer with the crest/logo furthest away from the customer.
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When food is served plated from the kitchen, for speed and efficiency it may be necessary to carry more than one plate at once.  You may have to adjust the positioning of your fingers to find a position which is comfortable to you.  Remember – practice makes perfect!  In time, your wrist muscles will strengthen and you will soon feel comfortable.

Golden rules

· Ensure that hot food is served on hot plates

· Warn customers when plates are hot

· Serve cold dishes on cold plates and serve them first

· If possible, serve females first and the host last

· Do not touch the food on the plate

· Make sure that any splashes on the plate are wiped clean with a clean cloth

· Remember to serve accompaniments to dishes and avoid the customer having to ask for them

Maintaining high standards
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Keeping tables cleared and the dining room looking tidy gives customers a good impression, however, it is sometimes difficult to balance your priorities when the restaurant is very busy.  We suggest that you make the use of each journey to and from the service area.  It takes only a few moments to clear some things from the table you are at, or an adjacent one, before you go off to collect the next part of the order.  Clear as quietly as possible, whilst handling cutlery gently but firmly, do not bang or scrape plates or pile them too high so they are too heavy for you to manage.

Customers do not want to feel hurried although a prompt service is appreciated.  You should leave a slight pause after each course to give customers a chance to digest what they have just eaten.  Rushing the next course out to them straight away will make them feel rushed.

Once the customer has left the table remove all items from the table, including napkins, candles or other decorations.  If there are still other tables in use in the restaurant, leave the tablecloth on the table until all customers have left, remembering to replace it with a clean one before next service.  You should have a stock of clean, crisp linen in case of emergencies.
Keeping your own area tidy will help others you work with as they will know where things are and what still has to be done, customers will be happier and your job will be made easier for you to manage.  You will also be meeting operational standards for safety by removing unwanted items which could be seen as a risk to others e.g. slipping over spilt drinks, tripping over a napkin dropped on the floor.  There may be unexpected situations that happen in your workplace such as a customer dropping a glass and the contents spill on the carpet, possibly the glass gets broken in the process, knowing what to do and where to get the equipment you need to clear up this accident is important in maintaining the smooth service you offer your customer.
Waste items must be handled in accordance with operational and environmental standards:

· Food waste 




· Paper waste



· Plastic waste

· Glass waste

These items can all be recycled, find out where your recycling bins are located on your premises so you dispose of waste correctly.
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The first part of the order pad helps to identify when the order was taken, by whom and for which table.





Use abbreviations wherever possible and only if you feel confident to do so.  If there is more than one soup you will need to write which flavour the customer has requested.





Put a line between starter and main course orders to identify them clearly to the kitchen.





It is important to detail any customer special requests e.g. no cream on the pasta.





When taking coffee orders, ask the customer if they would like it with or after their dessert





					001


Date: 	14/08/09	       Table n.o.  6


Time:	19.30		       Covers       3 


Server: Yvonne





1 x	game terrine


1 x	soup


1 no starter 				(2)


_______________________


1 x	lamb noisette


1 x 	venison


1 x 	pasta – pancetta & broccoli


            (no cream)


					(3)








2 x	almond & pear tarte


	(1 cream, 1 ice-cream)


1x	chocolate fondant


					(3)





3 x 	cappuccino





Food – serve from the left as you are less likely to find glasses in the way or customer’s reaching for a glass and knocking the plate as you place it down





Drinks – serve from the right as most customers use their right hand to hold the glass





Crested/logo’s should face the customer, therefore the plate should be positioned with the crest/logo at the top of the plate
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