TAKE-HOME POINTS

By the time you've
finished reading this
article, you should be
able to:

v/ Identify problem
employees who can
be saved from those
who cannot.

v Describe tyﬁical prob-
lems in the hiring and
training processes and
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Meet Indigo, Tyrone and Phillipe

Indigo was a line cook who showed up to work every day
on time with a positive attitude, but could not seem to follow
standards and recipes at her station. Far too often, food was
remade on her shifts. And she wasn’t getting any better.

Tyrone was truly a great server known for a high check
average and the ability to handle extra tables with ease. But
his clothes led people to believe that though he may have had
a home, he definitely didn’t have a washer and dryer. But that
didn’t bother him. When he left at the end of the shift, his
managers wondered where he was going; he seemed clueless
about his life as he drifted out of the parking lot.

Phillipe was hired as a busboy after an interview in
which it was revealed that he had worked at some respected
competitors’ operations. The hire decision was easy. But
once he was on the floor, he constantly questioned estab-
lished procedures. Managers were always complaining that
they were spending too much time with Phillipe discussing
policy, and not enough time with guests.

Bear in mind: Management is in charge, and is never
the victim. So, before we go forward, let’s take a look at
how Indigo, Tyrone and Phillipe reached this point.

The Hiring and Training Process

Does your restaurant have a high number of problem
employees, and are you constantly dealing with people
who are Indigos, Tyrones, Phillipes, or worse? If so, then

the first place to look is the hiring process. An improve-

ment in hiring will be a global solution that will reduce

the number of problem employees.

Examine every step of the hiring process, from the applica-
tion you hand to prospective employees to the final interview.
v Does the application ask the right questions?

v Does the interview consist of open-ended conversation
that draws the applicant out as opposed to a series of
yes-or-no questions or others that are easy to field?

v Does the applicant have stories to back up their claims
of experience? Do you take the time to check refer-
ences or are you in too much of a hurry to get someone
into training before the busy season?

v Is the hiring manager the sort of person who sees the
best in people and overlooks warning signs?

Set a goal to review every step in the hiring process with a
view toward a specific reduction in turnover over a finite period
of time. Then follow through and measure your turnover. Also,
check your progress anecdotally to satisfy yourself that hiring
is getting better and you have fewer problem employees.

Training deserves scrutiny, too. There is no point in
blaming problem employees if they have not been offered
thoughtful, clear and all-encompassing training that in-
cludes testing and measurement along the way to prove
they are ready to serve your guests. Outstanding people
may succeed in your restaurant without training, but an
average hire has a high risk of failure.




As with hiring, improving the training process is a global
solution. Examine the content, pace and delivery of your
training, and pay special attention to the trainers and man-
agers in charge of training. Have you got the right people
in the right places? Is there a history of your training team
signing off on new hires, declaring them trained, only to
see them fail? Set a goal to improve the training, make sure
the right people are operating the training, and measure it,
with the result being, once again, reduction in turnover and
anecdotal progress that things are improving.

Hiring and training are complex subjects that could not be
covered adequately in the space of one article. See “Addition-
al Resources” on Page 23 for links to more information on
the hiring and training process, at RestaurantOwner.com.

Start With Catching Them
Doing Something Right

How many times have you interviewed a potential man-
ager, asked about their philosophy and heard, “I am firm
but fair; I treat everyone the same way.” Over the past 30
years of interviewing restaurant managers, I guarantee I
have heard that hundreds of times. At first it sounds good —
crewmembers knowing at all times where they stand; blind
justice handed out fairly. Anyone can get behind that.

One problem: All people are different, and “firm but
fair” overlooks that fact. When you are dealing with var-
ied personalities, the only logical management solution

that will succeed is to treat people differently — to treat
them like themselves. To some, the first time they hear
that “firm but fair” has its limitations and pitfalls, it takes
a while to sink in.

So how are you going to motivate the Indigos, Tyrones and
Phillipes? The first thing to do is praise them for something
they are doing well. Admittedly, this is counterintuitive, but
when you complete this step, you will gain credibility. The
problem employee will find it easier to listen to you.

Even the most marginal employee in your restaurant — the
one you are thinking about firing — is doing something right.
You just have to figure out what it is. That marginal employee is
probably not accustomed to hearing anything good about their
performance but, once they do, things may start to change.

By the time a problem employee gets to “restaurant re-
hab,” they already have their defenses up, and are con-
cerned that they are going to have to look for another job
— again. They are expecting to hear about their transgres-
sions and anticipating an unpleasant conversation. Maybe
they’ll still have a chance to keep their job. Maybe not.
But when you start by praising them for something they
do well, you let them know that, this time, the outcome
may be different. You build their self-esteem and let them
know that you have not given up on them. By changing the
tone, you create the space to have open and honest com-
munication on issues later. Giving praise balances your
point of view, which equates to your making a better deci-




sion when the time comes to decide if a problem employee

should continue to be on your team.

Once you have broken through the wall, you will be
able to reach out to the actual person beyond the problem
employee — to take them out of the “firm but fair” realm
into their own status as an actual human being. This lays
the groundwork for more effective communication on how
they must improve and helps you gain valuable knowledge
about their motivation. Take some time to have a conver-
sation about the employee’s life and attitude toward work.
v Are they working at your restaurant to start a career or

just pull a paycheck?

v Do they have heavy financial responsibilities at home?

v Are they saving to go to school and earn a degree or
are they living a carefree life in the here and now?

v/ What’s their attitude about work, past employers and
your restaurant?

v/ Throw in some off-the-wall questions about the last
music they downloaded or the one place they would
most like to travel.

v Share some of your own thoughts as you establish
more of a relationship.

In these conversations, most people will reveal what
motivates them — something you will need to know if
you want to succeed in turning them around.

You have taken the time to praise them, to get to know them
better, and to focus on what motivates them. Now have a frank
conversation about the job performance that has to change: the
food cooked to standards, the uniform pressed and cleaned,
and remaining focused on the guest during a shift.

Layer specific information on top of the praise and the
interpersonal connection you have established. Be clear that
these behaviors are career-limiting behaviors. Even if the
problem employee has been written up for these issues, you
will need to address them again. Reinforce the idea that, if
these issues remain unaddressed, it will be hard for them to
keep a job, whether at your restaurant or others.

Once you gain agreement on the issue, establish an ac-
tion plan. Ask the problem employee what the manage-
ment team of the restaurant can do to help them correct
their behavior. Asking people what they need is a very
powerful form of communication.

Next, ask the problem employee what they are willing
to do to rectify the situation — and when are they going to
do it? This sets a goal and a timeline for improvement and
also makes your next decision easier and easily justifiable.
Wrap this up with some motivation you learned about in
the earlier conversation. If they achieve the goal by your
agreed-upon deadline, you get an employee in good stand-
ing. If not, the employee may be terminated.

If you have correctly evaluated the threshold issues you
wrote down at the beginning of this article, it is worth
putting a reasonable amount of time into encouragement,
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providing of tools, and evaluation of the problem employ-
ee in your quest to add them to your list of successes. If
you have never done this before, you will learn from this
experience, and, like all new things, you will get better at
it as your restaurant management career evolves.

Indigo’s manager sat her down and praised her for her de-
pendability. She noticed that Indigo was disappointed in the
production problems she was causing. This gave the manager
another clue that Indigo’s difficulty wasn’t a lack of motiva-
tion. The manager reflected back to Indigo that the manage-
ment team appreciated that she cared about standards.

The manager also found out something new: Indigo was
working in the kitchen to save up for college. She really
needed this job — it was the gateway to her going into
nonprofit management. Obviously, Indigo was a disci-
plined, caring person who had a goal in life. So what was
the problem?

A thought popped into the manager’s head; Indigo had
passed the company’s online kitchen training, but maybe
the online training had not been effective for Indigo’s per-
sonal learning style. Though she had passed the tests, she
hadn’t actually soaked in the knowledge.

The manager offered Indigo two options: to either allow
her to be retrained or to move on, separating from the res-
taurant and finding another way to pay for college.

Indigo readily agreed to be retrained — this time with
a mentor who would walk her through each of the menu
items she would be preparing. This suited her learning
style much better. As a result, her restaurant job continues
to support her savings and her dream. This was a lot more
effective than just instructing her to “make it the way you
saw in the video” or “watch the video again.”

Tyrone was a different story. Frankly, his managers
simply thought he was clueless and marveled that he could
do anything right in the first place. The praise piece was
easy, however, everyone agreed his service on the floor
was outstanding. His high PPA (per person average) was
evidence that he offered great drinks and menu items to
every table, so he deserved credit for all of that. When he
heard that, he lit up.

Then came the “getting to know you” piece, which was diffi-
cult. It was hard to “pin down” Tyrone on anything; he seemed
to take a circuitous route to nowhere when asked a question.
It was clear he was taking life as it happened, i.e., having fun,
enjoying himself and not really thinking about the future. But
there was one thing he kept coming back to: his interest in, and
love of, people, from friends to family to a complete stranger
he had met on the bus on the way to work that day.

Breakthrough. Tyrone’s manager realized that what re-
ally motivated him was relationships and helping others.
Tyrone did not care what someone looked like or from
where he or she came.



None of that mattered to him. So, no wonder he came
to work with a black polo shirt with a stain on it and his
khakis looking like they had been crumpled up next to his
bed three nights in a row. Appearance did not matter to
him; it was the people who were important.

This was an opportunity to explain to Tyrone that, even
though appearances did not matter to him, it mattered to
the guests and his co-workers. He had never stopped to
think that people who saw stained and rumpled clothes on
a server might start to think about whether sanitation in
the kitchen was up to standard.

Tyrone finally got it. He did not have to care about how
he looked; he just had to understand the expectations of
the people — the guests and co-workers — that he cared
about. He loved helping those people, whether talking
about a new appetizer or picking up an extra table from
another server who was in the weeds. He did not have to
think about the future, which is a good thing because there
was no way he was going to do that, anyway. He did not
have to change; he just had to adapt.

And finally, there is Phillipe, the one who was always
asking questions on the floor, subordinating the needs of
the guests. His manager asked him to stay late one night
after a shift, first inquiring if that would interrupt the
schedule of his wife and young child. She told Phillipe
that she was glad he was thinking about the restaurant all
the time, how to improve it, taking nothing for granted.
She appreciated that Phillipe cared.

By talking with him, she learned that Phillipe had aspi-
rations. He was not just working to support his family, but
loved the atmosphere of restaurants, loved business and
wanted to advance in the industry. He and his wife also
wanted to be able to have another baby in a few years.

That is when his manager shook her head and said, “You
know, Phillipe, sometimes I think you are so difficult — never
leaving things alone and never just doing it the way we tell you
— but now I realize that you are management material. You
are always thinking of how to make the restaurant better. It is
just that you are doing it in the middle of the shift when there is
no time to stop and talk about process improvement.” Phillipe
had already been thinking like a manager in his personal life
and at work; he just did not have the experience yet.

Phillipe and his manager made an agreement. Phillipe would
make a mental note of all of his ideas, but not bring them up dur-
ing the shift. He would pick the best ones each week and e-mail
them to her. She would bring some of them up at the weekly
operations meeting and let Phillipe know which had been ap-
proved. It was not long before Phillipe was put on a manage-
ment training track, being included in discussions with existing
assistant and shift managers. Phillipe was given the platform to
speak up and influence with his opinion, but not yet given the
power to make the decision. That would come later. He stopped
driving managers crazy with ideas during the shift, and gained
the confidence that his career was going in the right direction.
He had been identified as “future management material.”

Additional Resources on Hiring
and Training Your Staff

Ten Interview Questions Restaurant
Operators Should Ask Before

Hiring Anyone
www.restaurantowner.com/members/250.cfm

How to Avoid Negligent Hiring

www.restaurantowner.com/members/1148.cfm

Why Stupid People Get Hired,
and What You Can Do to Avoid This

www.restaurantowner.com/members/757.cfm

How to Find & Attract More
Quality Employees

www.restaurantowner.com/members/161.cfm

How to Find the Right Manager

for Your Restaurant
www.restaurantowner.com/members/1150.cfm

Waiter & Waitress Training

Manual Template
www.restaurantowner.com/public/702.cfm

Restaurant Training Manual Templates
www.restaurantowner.com/public/176.cfm

Web-based Restaurant Staff Training

www.restaurantowner.com/members/1206.cfm

Indigo, Tyrone and Phillipe had successfully been
turned around. It took listening, praising and understand-
ing — balanced with straight talk about their future. That
all paid off and allowed them to contribute to the mission
of the restaurant. None of this talent marched out the front
door or was sent packing. There were no additional costs
associated with new hires and even more training.

Through their interaction with Indigo, Tyrone and
Phillipe, their managers learned new skills they would
refine for the rest of their careers. The restaurants they
worked in benefited from Indigo’s committed cooking,
Tyrone’s outstanding service and PPA, and Phillipe’s
ideas. Management took the time to understand, moti-
vate and coach them, treating them as individuals. They
did what all great managers do every day — whatever is
best for their restaurant. RS&G
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