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Chapter 1: 

Standard Waiters vs. Superstars 

 

Standard waiters experience their guests as a stream of nameless people who 

come and go. At the end of a meal these servers take the 20% of the bill left to them, 

instantly forget everything about that meal, and simply move on to the next one. 

If you use my techniques, however, you’ll create an audience of customers who 

come specifically to be served by you...over and over again. They’re not going to be 

anonymous, and they’re not going to be forgotten. They’re going to become passionately 

involved with you, appreciate your efforts...and typically leave you substantially more 

than a 20% tip. 

While it might seem like a no-brainer that it’s better to be fully appreciated for 

your unique style and higher paid for your work than to be a virtually invisible and 
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interchangeable servant collecting a standard tip, I often get resistance from actors, 

singers, comics, and other stage & screen performers. They feel uncomfortable putting 

substantial effort into their waiter jobs when it’s something they’re doing just to pay bills 

until their careers take off. 

If this applies to you, please know this feeling is fundamentally unhelpful, for 

several reasons. 

First, the principles I’ll be teaching you about becoming a superstar waiter can 

also be applied to becoming a superstar performer. 

Think of your restaurant as a theatre. All your fellow waiters are on the same 

stage; but you’re going to turn the audience members into fans of you specifically. As 

you build your personal fan base at the restaurant, these audiences will be returning over 

and over again to enjoy more of your performances...and the special memories that only 

you are providing them. 

Also think about what an incredible advantage in attitude this gives you from your 

peers. The vast majority of performers resent their day jobs, and so they tackle them 

grudgingly, exerting the barest amount of effort needed and no more. After they’ve spent 

most of their time filled with negativity and a closed heart, and actively avoiding giving 

their restaurant audiences an extra special experience, how well do you think they’re 

going to do when they’re at an audition for a huge role? How much of a positive attitude 

and superstar vibe do you think they’ll be able to muster when it counts most for making 

their dreams come true? 

Plus you never know who’s going to wander into your station. Sometimes you’ll 

get customers who can actually help your performance career—especially if you’re 
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working in a major entertainment center such as New York or Los Angeles. How much 

more likely are they to do that if you dazzle them as a superstar while waiting on them? 

Another factor is very straightforward: money. Why wouldn’t you want to make a 

lot more cash at the job you’re already doing? 

It’s common for performers to spend hundreds of dollars on courses such as “The 

Business of Acting” that end up having little or no effect on their lives. If you follow this 

book’s advice, it’ll have a dramatic positive impact on the business you spend most of 

your time conducting—pleasing customers. And the more you earn, the more freedom 

you’ll have to pursue your performance career. 

Finally, you’ll actually have more fun at your day job following my techniques. 

You’ll fill your station with customers who haven’t simply wandered in off the streets, 

but are fans coming to enjoy you and your special gifts for making audiences happy. 

Then again, if you aren’t currently striving to work in show business, you may 

find my techniques give you so many opportunities to practice being a performer before a 

wide range of audiences that you may eventually develop the desire to try out your skills 

on larger stages. 

Either way, you should never feel that you’re “betraying” your dreams by turning 

your waiter job into a happy, fulfilling, and lucrative daily experience. If you’re truly 

committed to a career outside of a restaurant, then you don’t need to be miserable to 

make that happen. On the contrary, the more you nourish yourself with positive energy 

and a growing bank account, the more likely you are to achieve everything you’re after.  
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Chapter 2: 
Creating an Experience 

 

When personal computers first sold to mass audiences in the 1980s, they were all 

pretty similar—grey, text-based, and focused on delivering functionality. Then Apple 

came out with its Macintosh, which looked more like a work of art than a data cruncher; 

and which focused on not only getting a job done, but on providing a memorable 

experience carefully crafted to make people happy every single time they used it. 

A similar situation exists today in restaurant service. Most waiters are trained to 

be nameless, interchangeable servers who perform a straightforward job of delivering 

food and drinks, and otherwise are instantly forgettable. What this book will teach you to 

do is become the waiter equivalent of an Apple Macintosh (or iPhone, or iPad, or 

whatever your favorite device is). You’ll be serving food as efficiently as anyone, but 

you’ll also be creating a wonderful experience for your customers, fueled by your unique 

personality and style, that will make them want to come back to you over and over again. 
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You’ll start off treating every customer who comes to your station like a VIP. 

You’ll find some people don’t merit star status, and that’s fine; you’ll simply refrain from 

using your customer retention techniques on them. For the customers who you find do 

deserve your special care, though, you’ll be empowered to hold onto them. After you do 

this for a while, your station will be filled with returning customers who appreciate and 

reward you for being extraordinary, and for making their every visit a special one. 

Over time, you’ll find that making your customers feel like VIPs will make you 

feel like a superstar. You’ll also find that trying to make every meal a memorable 

experience will make your time at work creatively challenging and fun...and very 

financially rewarding. 
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Chapter 3: 
Owning Your Own Business Within a Business 

 

Being a waiter in a restaurant puts you in a wonderfully unique position. You can 

think of yourself as owning your own business—but with zero overhead. 

That’s because you don’t have to pay for business rent, utilities, food, beverages, 

cooks, hosts, inventory maintenance, accounting, or anything else. The restaurant you’re 

in does all that for you. 

All you have to do is show up within that larger business, and focus like a laser 

beam on your personal product—which is your service. 

If you do a great job of creating a unique experience for customers with your 

service, than they’ll compensate you for it. And the more you grow your business by 

attracting loyal customers, the more you’ll earn. 

Meanwhile, you’re investing almost no money in building your business (aside 

from small expenses such as business cards), and you’re at no risk. 

How many other jobs let you run a business within a business? 
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When looked at the right way, this is a sweet deal...if you’re prepared to take full 

advantage of it. 
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Chapter 4: 
Grab Them! 

 

Right now you probably focus only on your station, and on whatever customers 

happen to wander into it. 

What I want you to do instead is start being proactive by “grabbing” customers. 

I know this runs counter to traditional training. Waiters are taught to stand against 

the wall with their hands behind their backs until a customer is seated at their station. But 

seriously, if I walked into your house, would you be doing that? Or would you be saying, 

“Hey, come in! Let me take your coat!” That’s how an owner greets a guest. And as the 

owner of your business within a business, that’s what you should do. 

Stay close to the restaurant entrance, and keep an eye out for customers who are 

loaded down with umbrellas (when it’s raining), or bags or packages (especially during 

holiday shopping seasons), or even heavy coats (during cold weather). Help these 

customers out as soon as they set foot in the door. 
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At that point you’re not just a waiter anymore; you’re a considerate individual 

who’s going above and beyond to be helpful. 

Now the customer is almost obliged to have a conversation with you. You can 

kick it off with, “Welcome! Thanks for coming in. Is there a reservation under which I 

can check you in?” If the reply is, “Yes, it’s Mr. Buckley,” turn to your hostess and say, 

“Ashley, this is Mr. Buckley. I’m going to go check his things. Do you know where he’s 

sitting so I can bring the coat check ticket over to him?” 

The hostess probably doesn’t know where he’s sitting—which is great. Because 

when she says, “I’m not sure,” you can say, “Well, I hope Mr. Buckley is sitting with 

me”—and then leave! 

If you’ve encountered the sort of customer you want, he’s likely to be thinking, 

“Wow; no one else in this restaurant has helped me with the door. Nobody has helped me 

with my coat. No one else has introduced me to the hostess. And there’s only one waiter 

who knows my name.” And so he’ll turn to the hostess and say, “Yes, I’d liked to be 

seated at one of her tables, thanks.” 

Now you’ve got someone at your station who appreciates you for being more than 

just a waiter. You haven’t even taken his order, but you’ve already established a positive 

relationship, and a feeling from your customer that he owes you above and beyond your 

20% tip. 

Another advantage of this “Grab Them!” technique is that during the slow hours, 

such as the pre-dinner period, it allows you to steer customers to your station who you 

might otherwise lose to random placement. That means more service, and more tips, 

every day. 
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Because this isn’t typical behavior, your fellow waiters may tell you that you’re 

nuts: “What are you thinking, doing more than you have to?! We never go out of our way 

to create extra work for ourselves!” 

But you know what—who cares what they think? This is about you setting 

yourself apart from your peers. Because not only will you end up with a bigger tip, but 

these customers are likely to come back specifically to enjoy more of your VIP service—

and continue tipping you big. 

While all the other waiters are hoping to get standard tips from strangers, you’ll 

eventually be waiting on a steady stream of customers who you’ve turned into your fans, 

and who are coming to the restaurant primarily so they can be served by you. 
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Chapter 5: 
Exchange Names 

 

When I’m providing a service to a customer, I want that customer to know my 

name, and I want to know the customer’s name. This lays the foundation for a continuing 

relationship. 

Again, lurking by the door is a great way to accomplish this. When a customer 

comes in, you can say, “May I check you in?” 

The customer might reply, “Yes, my name is Johnson.” 

Now you have his name. “Hello, Mr. Johnson,” you reply. “This is Ashley, our 

hostess.” 

Next, say to the hostess, “Oh, I hope Mr. Johnson is sitting with me”—and walk 

away! 
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If Mr. Johnson responds appropriately by telling the hostess he wants to be seated 

in your station, then you’ve got him as a customer. (And if he doesn’t, he’s probably not 

the kind of VIP guest you’re looking for...) 

Once Mr. Johnson is seated, wait until he asks you for something even slightly 

beyond the norm. When he does, work in your name. For example: 

“Can I have another napkin?” 

“Of course! You’re in LeeAnne’s (use your name instead of mine) station! You 

can have whatever you want!” 

or 

“Can I have an extra slice of lemon?” 

“Of course! You’re in LeeAnne’s station! I’ll get it for you right away.” 

Service isn’t simply saying “yes” and going the extra mile. It’s about doing the 

unexpected to create a memorable, wonderful experience for the customer. 

When you stick your name into your sentences, and make a customer feel he 

could’ve had a whole lemon tree if he’d asked for it because he’s at your table, you’re 

giving him a reason to remember his meal...and to come back so he can enjoy another 

wonderful experience from you. 

You never want to sound canned when you provide your name. It always has to 

come from the heart. 

If your customers perceive you as authentic, then they’ll start using your name—

and not in an arrogant, finger-snapping way, but graciously—and you’ll have established 

a lovely relationship. 
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When that happens, go to the hostess after the customer leaves and say, “Just so 

you know, Mr. Johnson has requested me as his server.” She’ll then link Mr. Johnson’s 

name to yours, so any reservation he makes in the future will be placed in your station. 

That’s a customer you now have for life. 

There’s one more major thing you need to do, though: Make sure you remember 

Mr. Johnson’s name and details. If the next time he comes in you don’t recall his name, 

that’ll be worse than if you never learned his name in the first place. 

Of course, because you’ll be meeting dozens of new customers a week, it’ll be 

nearly impossible to remember each of their names without some help. So during your 

next break, in either a paper notebook or mobile device, write down Mr. Johnson’s name, 

the date and time he came in, which table he was sitting at, a brief description of him 

(height, weight, hair color, type of clothing—whatever will help you remember him), and 

anything notable about your time with him (e.g., his food preferences; for more on this, 

see “The Dollars Are in the Details” chapter). This written record will be a lifesaver 

whenever Mr. Johnson returns—because you’ll be studying your list of names every 

night, and doing your best to memorize each key customer. 

Something else to do when you get home is back up your list. If you’ve written 

your information in a paper notebook, transfer it to a Word document on your home 

computer. If you’ve typed it into a mobile device, copy that file to your computer. This 

information is gold to your business, so treat it that way by always having backup copies. 

Finally, if you care to go the extra mile, briefly search for a photo of Mr. Johnson 

via Google Images, Facebook, or Flickr.com, and add that picture to your profile of him. 

That might sound like a lot of work, but if an image is available online you can usually 
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find it in a few minutes, and then copy & paste it into your Word document in seconds. If 

you’re like most people, you’ll find it easier to recognize Mr. Johnson the next time he 

comes in when you have his picture right next to his name and description. 

If you follow the advice in this chapter week after week, your station will be filled 

with steady customers who are there to specifically enjoy you, make you feel special 

while you’re making them feel special, and tip big. Meanwhile, your fellow waiters will 

be standing around idly and just hoping some strangers who walk in are assigned to their 

tables. 
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Chapter 6: 
Thank You 

 

Many restaurants train their staff to respond to both a customer request and a 

customer’s thanks with “Absolutely!” 

I vehemently disagree with this—because that response makes it sound as if 

whatever you’ve been asked to do is nothing. 

If a customer says, “Can I have an extra slice of lemon?” and you reply 

“Absolutely!”, it dismisses the effort you’ll be making—and that’s neither accurate not 

helpful to you. It’s effectively saying, “I cut lemons and bring them to tables all day long, 

whether you’re here or not.” 

It is some effort to go into the kitchen and cut off another slice of lemon. Maybe 

the chef is pissed off, and he’s like, “What are you doing in here? You’re taking up too 

much room!” Maybe there’s a long walk from the kitchen to the customer’s table, and 

while passing a different server’s station another customer flags you down for a favor. 



Waiter Superstar                                                                                                                                            16 

 

You sliced and delivered the lemon specifically for your customer; and you deserve to 

score points for it. 

Hospitality isn’t pretending that you’re doing nothing. It’s about letting your 

customers know that you are doing something for them, so they can feel special and 

cared for. 

So what do you say instead of “Absolutely!”? 

In response to the request, get your name in. “Of course! You’re in LeeAnne’s 

station! (using your name rather than mine). I’ll get it for you right away.” That tells the 

customer you’re ready to go above and beyond for her because you’re special, and you’ll 

always treat her as special too. 

When you deliver the item and the customer says, “Thank you,” respond with 

“Thank you.” 

That’s effectively saying, “Yes, it was an effort; but thank you for being here.” 

And it’s also saying, “Thank you for letting me provide this service to you...because I 

know your tip will reflect it. Thank you in advance for that bump above 20%.” 

Whether the customer subconsciously picks up on both meanings or just the first 

one, at least you’re not dismissing your effort with a robotic “Absolutely!” (as in “No 

problem! I love cutting lemons!”). Even a polite “You’re welcome” is dismissive, 

because it’s so instantly forgettable (“You’re welcome, I do this all time, and it’s as 

automatic for me as this response...”). 

A reply of “Thank you” isn’t the norm, and that makes it stand out. 

And what you want to do as a server is stand out from the crowd—albeit in a 

positive way that affirms how special both you and your customers are. 
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Chapter 7: 
Leveraging the Incomplete Party 

 

Customers will frequently rendezvous at your restaurant—which means one of 

them will arrive before the other (for a couple) or others (for a group). This common 

situation is referred to as an “incomplete party”—and it’s an opportunity for you to take 

what you’ve learned so far to another level. 

Let’s say the first to arrive is Ms. Reed, and she’s meeting two male business 

associates. Because you’re using the “Grab Them!” technique, you’ve greeted her at the 

door; and because you’re using the “Exchange Names” technique, you’ve already gotten 

Ms. Reed’s name. 

Now you have an opportunity to take things a step further. Once she’s settled, 

pass by again and say, “Ms. Reed, I know you’re waiting for some colleagues. What are 

your guests’ names? I’ll tell the hostess and make sure that you all connect right away.” 

It’s possible Ms. Reed will decline your offer, saying, “Oh, don’t worry about it, 

I’ll see them when they come in.” But because you’ve already extended her some other 
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courtesies, she’s more likely to say, “Their names are Mr. Marston and Mr. Winston. 

Thank you.” 

This is your chance to reply, “Thank you. My name is LeeAnne (substituting your 

own name). If you need anything, please just ask for me.” 

At this point, the chances are Ms. Reed is thinking, “Wow, this LeeAnne really 

knows how to provide service. I’m going to sit at her table.” 

Meanwhile, you definitely should tell the hostess, because Ms. Reed’s colleagues 

might arrive at a moment when you’re busy serving other customers, and you need to 

keep your word. 

But if you happen to be at the door when someone new comes in who fits your 

expectations—in this case, a male businessman—don’t hesitate to go up and say, “Oh, 

are you Mr. Marston or Mr. Winston?” With luck he’ll reply, “Why, yes, I’m Mr. 

Winston. How did you—wow, thank you! This is service.” You can then reply, “I’m 

LeeAnne, and I’ll be taking care of you tonight. Right this way, Mr. Winston.” Then 

bring him to the table where Ms. Reed is waiting and pull out his chair for him. 

And repeat this process when Mr. Marston arrives. 

You now have license to use the names of all three customers for the rest of their 

dining experience—and establish a relationship with each of them. 

For example, as you’re walking by, even if you’re busy, you can just casually say, 

“Ms. Reed and Mr. Winston, how’s that steak? It’s amazing tonight, right? They must 

have gotten those cows from Heaven!”—and then walk away! What you’re saying to 

everyone else in the restaurant is that Ms. Reed and Mr. Winston are VIPs. Both of these 

customers will appreciate that. 
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Then on your next pass by the table, say something positive about Mr. Marston’s 

dish so he feels included too. 

If you do little things like this throughout during the meal, you’re likely to get 

higher than 20% for your tip—and because there are multiple people at the table, that’ll 

add up. 

Finally, when you can grab a few spare minutes, jot down the names and 

descriptions of all the customers in the party—because it’s possible any or all of them 

will come back another evening to enjoy more of your special brand of service, and 

you’ll need to be able to remember the name of each one. 
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Chapter 8: 
Meet the Neighbors 

 

Until now I’ve been focusing on customers who happen to come into your 

establishment. You needn’t restrict yourself to walk-in business, though. Like any 

entrepreneur, you should attract customers using every option available to you—and 

there’s a whole world right outside your restaurant. 

The next time you head for work, leave an hour early and take some time to 

explore the neighboring stores and services in your area. 

What you’ll probably find is that there are businesses all around you serving 

hundreds of customers daily. 

And what you want to do is start steering those customers your way. 

Your best opportunities are with vendors whose service complements yours. For 

example, if there’s a convenience store that sells coffee and donuts every morning, it’s 

getting a steady stream of customers who are used to buying nourishment in the area. It 

won’t be a big leap to persuade a certain percentage of them to try out your restaurant. 
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Also look for stores that target the same type of customer as your establishment. 

For example, if you’re working for an upscale restaurant catering to businesspeople, look 

for places that sell elegant suits, or high-end handbags, or thousand-dollar shoes. If 

you’re working at a restaurant promoting natural ingredients, look for health food stores, 

juice bars, and fruit & vegetable stores. If your restaurant caters to those who love the 

arts, look for nearby bookstores, music stores, movie theaters, stage theatres, and comedy 

clubs. 

Give yourself a week or more to explore your area. As you do, make a list of the 

places that attract the kind of customers you’re after. 

Also, if you don’t already have business cards, get them made now. (You can 

obtain them locally, or online through a service such as Vistaprint.com that frequently 

offers discounted pricing.) 

The card should have your name very prominently displayed at the top or center. 

Below it, in smaller letters, should appear the name, address, and phone number 

of your restaurant. 

In other words, what you’re emphasizing is you and your service. What you need 

to make clear, both on your card and when talking to people, is that the star attraction 

isn’t your restaurant; it’s you. 

In addition, include contact information you’ve created specifically for your 

restaurant customers (versus family, friends, non-restaurant career contacts, etc.). This 

can consist of an email address, a phone number, a blog or website URL and a Facebook 

page. (The FB page is especially important; see the “Leveraging Special Occasions” 

chapter.) This is information customers can use to contact you independent of your 
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restaurant. That matters because if you and the restaurant ever part ways, you shouldn’t 

have to start from scratch attracting new customers. If anyone misses your service, they’ll 

be able to contact you and learn where you’ve relocated. 

When your business cards are ready, start visiting each local vendor on your list, 

and try to develop a personal relationship with the owner and/or staffers. 

For example, if you drink coffee, consider buying it from the coffee & donut shop 

that has hundreds of people streaming through it each morning. After the owner has 

gotten to know your face, come in one day during a period when her business isn’t busy 

and strike up a conversation. “You know,” you might say, “I work in the restaurant across 

the street. If anyone ever comes in looking for a place to eat, please send them over and 

have them ask for LeeAnne (substitute your own name).” Hand over your card, and add, 

“Also tell them to mention your name. Especially if they come in between 5:00 and 6:00, 

which is when things are more relaxed, I’ll be sure to treat them right.” 

If being that straightforward makes you uncomfortable, though, here’s another 

way to go. Start off by complimenting the people and the product they’re selling: “You 

guys are so nice to me. And your coffee is so great, it gets me through the day.” Then 

work in what you do: “I’m always running around at my restaurant, right across the 

street. Your coffee is my fuel. Maybe I can do something for you in turn.” At this point 

pull out your card. “I’m LeeAnne. If you ever want to come in between 5:00 and 6:00 

pm, before we get super busy, I will totally hook you up. And if you have any customers 

you like who you want to send over, I’ll do the same for them. Just tell them to ask for 

me and to mention your name. I’ll make sure they have a great experience too.” Write 
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down “Come between 5:00 and 6:00 pm for special service” on the back of the card, then 

hand the card over. 

Notice that you haven’t promised anything crazy, like buying someone dinner. 

You’ve simply pledged to deliver something beyond the norm—a memorable experience. 

And that’s what you want to provide to everyone. 

Also notice that you’re instructing the vendor to have people mention not only 

your name but her name. On a practical level, that helps you keep track of who’s sending 

you the most business, so you know who to keep encouraging. But beyond that, it makes 

the vendor feel good. If you give her the sense that her name carries weight in your 

restaurant, then she feels like a VIP—and who doesn’t enjoy being made to feel special? 

Further, notice that you’re steering business to fill your slow period. If you’ve got 

more customers than you know what to do with during lunch and dinner hours, it doesn’t 

really help you to get in more customers then—let alone ones who expect special 

treatment. But if they come in during a period when you otherwise wouldn’t be earning a 

dime, then not only will they be super welcome, but you’ll actually have the time to give 

them extra attention. 

And once the great job you do gets back to the vendor who recommended you, 

she’s likely to send yet more customers your way. 

Another benefit of this strategy is that the customers you get through it are likely 

to be on their best behavior. After all, they’ve been referred by someone who they 

probably see and conduct business with frequently; and you can report on them just as 

easily as they can report on you. The fact you all share a mutual acquaintance provides an 

incentive for everyone to impress each other. 
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What do all these extra customers and local good will cost you? Just some 

inexpensive business cards; and the time it takes to cultivate positive relationships with 

the store owners around you so that they effectively become your local marketing 

campaign. 
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Chapter 9: 

Hollywood Hook-Up 

 

Quite often, your customers completing their meal isn’t the end of their evening; 

they’ll want to do something afterwards. If you ever hear one of them saying, “Gee, I 

don’t know where we should go once we’re done eating,” consider it a golden 

opportunity. 

You should be prepared to tell them, “There are some great choices tonight. 

There’s a sample sale just next door, a poetry reading down the block, a rock concert 

eight blocks south, and a dance club two minutes from here that’s kind of exclusive—

except I can get you in with a phone call.” 

If you can organize something for your guests—and especially if you can promise 

them VIP treatment and/or access to something relatively exclusive—they’re going to see 

you with new eyes. Suddenly you’re not only their waiter, you’re a concierge with 

connections who holds the keys to their perfect evening. 
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Of course, this requires that you keep up with what’s happening in your city. But 

you’ve already taken the first steps for this in the previous chapter, “Meet the 

Neighbors.” By exploring what’s available in your neighborhood, and introducing 

yourself to the owners and staffers, you’ve begun to form valuable bonds. You can now 

take those connections to the next level. 

Scout out nearby locations again, but this time with an eye on evening 

entertainments that might appeal to your customers. Whenever you find one that appears 

to be a good fit, approach the owner or manager, and offer to refer customers from your 

restaurant in return for their receiving some sort of VIP access or treatment. Because 

you’re in a position to send over dozens of customers monthly, many owners will 

(correctly) view it as a win-win situation for everyone involved. 

Also make a habit of starting each morning reading about events in your city. For 

example, major cities such as New York, Los Angeles, San Francisco, Chicago, Boston, 

Miami, and Las Vegas have their most notable events described by local editions of Time 

Out Magazine, as well as by daily newspapers. 

Don’t ignore blogs and websites, either. If you live in New York, for example, the 

finest source of daily updated live comedy information is BestNewYorkComedy.com, 

which is entirely free; the best free sources of discounted Broadway and off-Broadway 

tickets are TDF.org and BroadwayBox.com; and the best source of cheap access to 

theatre is TheaterExtras.com, which for $99 a year lets subscribers see select off-

Broadway and Broadway shows for a mere $4 per ticket. 

If you literally make it your business to keep up with what’s happening in your 

area and around town, it’ll pay off for you in concierge-level tips. I typically make these 

http://bestnewyorkcomedy.com/
http://www.tdf.org/
http://www.broadwaybox.com/
http://www.theaterextras.com/
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kinds of “Hollywood hook-ups” a couple of times per night; and not only does it 

substantially increase my income, but it helps ensure that customers keep coming back to 

me for new suggestions and connections. 

Don’t restrict yourself to the world outside your restaurant, either. You can also 

make impressive hook-ups using the people you work with every day! 

Specifically, if you have a table that’s celebrating and/or spending a lot of money, 

and the owner of the restaurant walks by, say, “Oh my gosh! Have you met the owner? 

Mr. Kingsley, please come say hello to Marilyn. It’s her 21
st
 birthday, so this is a 

landmark night for her. Meeting you will be the perfect highlight for her special 

celebration.” That makes your boss feel special, and it makes everyone at the table feel 

like celebrities with insider access. From this point on they can walk into your restaurant 

anytime and truthfully say that they know the owner. Who doesn’t enjoy that? 

If the owner isn’t around, you can do something comparable when your manager 

walks by. 

Or you can go into the kitchen and—if he or she doesn’t mind—grab the chef for 

a few minutes (after the chef dons a clean jacket). Who doesn’t feel special sitting at a 

dining table and having the chef standing by making small talk? You could say 

something like, “I just wanted you to meet the artist who made all of this happen for 

you.” But your customers will know that it was you who made it all happen; and they’ll 

reward you for making them feel like bigwigs. 

Further, they’ll make a point of coming back with more of their colleagues and 

friends...because they now feel confident that you’ll make seem look like VIPs to people 

they want to impress. 
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Chapter 10: 

Pay Attention 

 

Paying close attention to your customers may seem like such obvious advice that 

you’re wondering why I’m even mentioning it. But I can tell you from long experience 

that very few waiters actually do this well. 

For example, I’ll notice a customer is shivering, or has just put on a jacket while 

inside the restaurant, because she’s been placed right next to a drafty door. I’ll go up to 

her and say, “I hope you don’t mind my noticing, but you seem cold. Would you prefer 

another table?” 

Along the same lines, if I see customers frowning, I’ll walk by to eavesdrop. One 

time the snippet of conversation I caught was, “This is awful. You can’t see anything 

from here.” I didn’t hesitate to say, “I’m sorry, but I couldn’t help overhearing. If you 

like, I’ll be very happy to place you at a table with a much more interesting view.” 

I can’t tell you how grateful these customers were—and how ridiculously they 

overtipped me later. 
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Not all problems stem from the restaurant. But that doesn’t matter; when guests 

are in your station, your job is to help them out with whatever they need. 

For example, I’ve sometimes seen customers fidget and come over to learn that 

they’ve run out of cigarettes. “No problem,” I tell them, “I can get them delivered for you 

in about five minutes.” “Really?” they say, looking overjoyed. “Of course, just tell me 

what brand you want.” Because I’ve scoped out the neighborhood, I know precisely who 

to call that delivers cigarettes; and when asking my customer for the money to pay the 

delivery person, I simply tack on an extra $5 for myself for the service. 

There are hundreds of different reasons for individual customers to become 

unhappy. What matters isn’t the particular cause, but your noticing the discomfort and 

letting them know they should never feel trapped or stuck when you’re around—because 

you’ll always find some way to offer them new and better choices. 
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Chapter 11: 
Leveraging Special Occasions 

 

When you see customers arrive dressed up in some special way, or carrying 

flowers, or loaded with gifts, this is another great opportunity for you. 

Go up to them as soon as they walk through the door and say, “Wow, this looks 

like a special occasion! Tell me, what’s going on?” The chances are one of them will be 

happy to reply, “We’re celebrating our wedding anniversary!” or “It’s my birthday!” or 

something comparable. 

Without hesitating, respond, “That’s wonderful! I’m so excited for you! Tell me, 

what’s your name?” This is actually an unusual question for a waiter to be asking. But if 

you deliver your response in the right tone, you create a vibe that you’re celebrating with 

them, so it’s only natural you want to know the name of the person whose special day it 

is. 

After the customer answers with something like, “Oh, I’m Megan,” you can 

proceed to say, “I’m so excited for you! I’m going to make your meal super special.”  
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Depending on where you work, your restaurant might frown on giving away a 

free slice of cake. But most kitchens have a chocolate sauce or something else yummy 

that you can drizzle on a blank plate in the shape of the words “Happy Birthday, 

Megan!”—with maybe a cookie and a candle in the middle. 

Alternatively, if Megan’s ordered a burger, you can draw “Happy Birthday, 

Megan!” on a plate using mustard or ketchup; or at minimum stick a candle into the 

burger. (If your restaurant doesn’t have candles, buy some out of your own pocket. Your 

investment will pay off in tips...) 

So far you’ve done something that’s cost your restaurant virtually nothing, but has 

created unexpected joy for your customers. Your service has already gone beyond the 

norm. But don’t stop there. 

Since this is a special occasion, and your table is feeling extra happy, this is a 

moment they’ll want to preserve—so offer to do that for them! 

Say, “This is so nice! Can I take a picture of you guys?” The usual response will 

be, “Oh, yeah! Please do!” If they have a camera, offer to take it from them so they can 

all be in the shot. If they don’t, use a camera that you’ve made a habit of taking into work 

for precisely moments like this one. 

Once you’re holding a camera, you have a lot of power. So say to them, “I do this 

conditionally. The first way is your way, but the second way is LeeAnne’s (your name’s) 

way!” Now you’ve injected a bit of fun suspense; plus you’ve reminded them of your 

name. 

On the first shot, they’ll probably do what everybody does—hold up their drinks, 

smile at the camera, and be sweet but kind of boring. 
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When that’s over, say, “All right, the second way is LeeAnne’s way. And if you 

like how this comes out, I want you to post it on Facebook!” 

With that extra bit of anticipation created, position things so whatever special 

event plate or candle you’ve created for them will be in the shot. Then tell them the 

following: “This is your rock star cover photo. You have to point at the camera and be 

angry rock stars.” 

Point the camera at them and say, “Angrier! Angrier!!” This is so much fun for 

grandparents, or anybody that age, because they grew up in the 1960s and 1970s when 

angry rock stars were at their heyday. Besides, everybody’s got a little rock star in them. 

When your customers are sufficiently going “Arrr!”, and sticking their fingers 

and/or tongues out, take the shot. (Or take several, and then show them the best one.) 

Chances are they’ll love it, because it’s so different; no one’s directed them to 

pose that way before. So repeat, “If you like this, I want you to put it up on Facebook.” 

Now add, “Please also mention that it was taken by LeeAnne at (name of your 

restaurant);” and so they don’t forget, hand each of them your card. 

If they follow through, that photo will be an advertisement for you for the 

hundreds of Facebook friends of each person at that table. 

Imagine that you do this several times a day. You’ll soon have your name and 

restaurant associated with good times in front of thousands of Facebook users; and it’ll 

have cost you only a few extra minutes per table. 

But you don’t even have to stop there. To take things to the next level, carry 

around a small, portable device that can shoot short but high-quality videos. You can then 

also preserve your customers’ memories using motion and sound! 
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You should get your manager’s permission for this. But assuming you receive a 

green light, you can tell the hostess that whenever customers call in to reserve a table for 

any sort of celebration, she should ask if they’d like their event preserved by a 2-minute 

video, at no extra charge. Most people will be thrilled to say “yes.” To make your life 

easier, have the hostess add that for the best results they should come in during non-rush 

hours (e.g., 4:00 pm-6:00 pm). And to encourage the hostess to be your partner in this, tip 

her something (say, $5) every time she gives you a party during the pre-dinner period. 

(Your small incentive might spur the hostess to ask everyone who calls, “By the way, are 

you celebrating anything? Because we have a great videographer on staff...”) 

As a result, while other waiters are standing around idle during the slowest period 

of the day, you’ll automatically be assigned some of the most joyful customers the 

restaurant gets in—and you’ll be making them extra happy by preserving their 

celebration forever. 

For example, one evening a customer named Bob wanted to come in and celebrate 

his girlfriend Lisa’s birthday. I started with the camera pointing at me saying, “I’m 

LeeAnne, your server for the evening. Over there is Bob—he’s waiting for you, Lisa. 

Bob’s created a really cool birthday event for you.” I turned the camera on Bob, who 

said, “Hey Lisa! We’re going to have a great celebration tonight!” And then I cut. 

I also shot a short scene when Lisa arrived; treated Lisa with extra consideration 

during the meal; and included in her dessert a chocolate-drizzled “Happy Birthday, Lisa!” 

and a lit candle. Finally, I shot Lisa making a wish and blowing out the candle. 
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Lisa assumed that Bob had arranged every detail, and was highly impressed with 

how thoughtful he was—but the truth is it was all my idea. How grateful do you think 

Bob was? Very. And his tip expressed it. 

But that’s not all...because I was the one with physical possession of the video! So 

when I was able to get Bob alone for a few moments, I said, “Let me get your email and 

your Facebook address. I’ll upload the video to your Facebook page; or, if your settings 

don’t allow for that, send you the link so you can “share” it to your page and have Lisa 

see it. I just want you to promise that if you like it, you’ll mention on Facebook that it 

was shot by your waitress LeeAnne.” 

Notice that I’m not asking Bob to mention the name of my restaurant. I’m also not 

mentioning it in the video. That’s because, unlike photographs, videos contain spoken 

words and so raise liability issues for the restaurant. In addition, a high-quality restaurant 

probably won’t want to put its stamp of approval on a low-res and rushed video. 

However, when I post the video to my Facebook page I’ll include tags that let people find 

me on Facebook—and so learn where I’m working. 

What all this means is that in addition to getting you a huge tip, your video can 

end up creating thousands of dollars worth of free Facebook advertising for you. 

One warning: Don’t tell your fellow waiters about this. It’s a pot of gold you want 

to keep to yourself. 
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Chapter 12: 

Know Your History 

 

In previous chapters I’ve had you discover what’s in your neighborhood and 

what’s happening around town. But it can also be helpful to know the backstory of the 

very restaurant you’re working in. 

Many restaurants have colorful histories. Some have had famous politicians or 

movie stars dine in them. Others have been the scenes of dramatic clashes or calamities. 

Whenever your owner has some spare time before or after hours, ask for any 

interesting stories about how the restaurant came to be, and if it played host to any 

memorable events. 

Don’t stop there, either. Find out if the building the restaurant is in, or any 

building nearby, has historical significance. 
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And learn whether the owner, the chef, or anyone else who works with you has 

some wonderful stories in his or her past. 

You can even ask whether the menu, the ethnicity of the food being served, and 

the wine inventory have any tales to tell. 

While verbal anecdotes are likely to be your best source of information, don’t 

restrict yourself to them. Google your restaurant, and its key players, and jot down 

anything that strikes you as fascinating. 

When you’re looking for ways to break the ice with new customers, these tales 

can be of immense value. For example, one time I seated a couple in a corner, and they 

asked, “Oh, can’t we sit by the window?” I could’ve simply accommodated them, but 

instead I replied with an air of mystery, “You don’t know about this place, do you?” 

“What!? What are you talking about?” 

“Well, that table by the window is the scene of the biggest mob hit in New York.” 

This was absolutely true. “Only certain really brave people are willing to sit there.” This 

was a bit of an embellishment on my part; but to my mind anyone who lives in New York 

is brave... 

My customers were instantly hooked and wanted to know every detail—while 

seated safely away from the window. I shared with them the dark story, and they were 

riveted. Their experience was transformed from a mere meal to living in the shadow of a 

jolting event that they’d remember for the rest of their lives. 

How many people do you think they referred to me? And how many more do you 

think came in from the referrals of friends of friends of friends? 

Never underestimate the power of a great story. 
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Chapter 13: 

Manage Introductions 

 

Every now and then someone in the top management of your restaurant will bring 

in friends or colleagues to dine. If these guests are seated in your station, you’ll be able to 

do a better job if proper introductions are made upfront. 

Let’s say the guests are friends of the owner, whose name is Dan. The usual, but 

wrong, way for Dan to bring them to your table is to say, “This is LeeAnne. She’ll be 

your server tonight.” 

The right way to do it is for Dan to say, “This is LeeAnne. Have you ever dined 

with her before? LeeAnne, these are my friends John and Sam from college.” 

On the surface it might seem like a small difference, but it’s actually huge. The 

first introduction makes Dan the host and you nothing but an employee who fetches 

dishes. But the second introduction elevates you to being Dan’s co-host, and gives you 

permission to address his guests by name. This creates a much more relaxed and personal 

relationship. It also makes Dan’s guests feel more like VIPs—because they aren’t being 

served by a random server, but by someone Dan is treating as a peer. 
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If you feel you have the kind of open relationship with management that allows 

you to request this, then simply take the pertinent person aside when things aren’t busy 

and say, “Can you do me a favor and introduce me when you have your personal guests 

at my station? It’ll help them feel more at home if I start using their names right away and 

when they feel welcome to use mine. Plus I want them to know they can ask me for 

anything, even when you’re not at the table.” 

If you put the request in terms of being able to serve esteemed guests more 

effectively, you’ll probably receive a “yes.” 
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Chapter 14: 

The Dollars Are in the Details 

 

This chapter offers a variety of additional ways in which you can go so above and 

beyond the norm as a server to ensure your top customers keep coming back to you...and 

compensating you like the star you are. 

In the “Exchange Names” chapter, you learned it’s a great strategy to jot down 

and memorize customer names. If that’s as much as your memory can manage, then stop 

there, because it’s much, much worse to get a fact wrong than to never bring it up in the 

first place. 

If you have a mind that’s great at recalling details, though—for example, if you’re 

a stage performer who’s practiced at memorizing pages of dialogue—then be more 

ambitious about the amount of customer information you retain. 
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For example, imagine that the first time Mr. Howard and his friend Ms. Jennings 

come into your restaurant, you use the “Grab Them!” technique to check their wet 

umbrellas and coats, and the “Exchange Names” technique to get their names; and you 

notice their preferences for their steaks and salads. 

Now imagine that because you did a great job of serving him, Mr. Howard returns 

a week later on a sunny day. You spot him again as he enters and say, “Mr. Howard! It’s 

so great to have you back!” First point scored: You’ve remembered his name.  

You then add: “Thank goodness the weather is nicer and you don’t need your 

umbrella today.” Second point scored. Mr. Howard realizes you’re paying close attention 

to him as a customer. 

Next, you ask, “Will Ms. Jennings be joining you today?” Third point scored; you 

remember his dining companion. 

Smiling at how you’ve made him feel special, he replies, “No, actually I only 

have a short amount of time today. I’m just running in to grab some food before returning 

to the office for a meeting.” 

“Then I’ll try to get your food  ready for you as soon as possible. Would you like 

what you had last time—steak medium rare, and a Waldorf salad?” 

Now he’s grinning. “Yes, that’d be great.” 

“I’ll go tell the kitchen right now. And I’ll tell them to give it top priority.” 

Wow. Your customer hasn’t even touched a menu, and you’ve practically got his 

order cooking. 

After you’ve served his meal and he’s getting ready to pay the bill, you add, “Mr. 

Howard, in case you’re ever in a hurry again, let me give you my Google Voice text 
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number. You can just text me “The usual, 6:00 pm,” and I’ll have your medium rare steak 

and Waldorf salad ready for you. Or if you’re bringing in a guest and need something 

special in advance, like flowers or a certain kind of chocolate on the table, just text me. 

I’ll make it happen, and you can reimburse me when you arrive.” 

Wow! You’ve just elevated your relationship with Mr. Howard from waiter to 

personal assistant! 

Naturally, you’d make this offer only for customers with whom you have an 

excellent relationship, and who you fully trust to reimburse you for whatever they 

request. You can add an extra charge for this type of service, so when you order flowers 

or chocolate or whatever you need through your network of contacts, you’ll be making 

extra dollars on top of the handsome tip Mr. Howard will be providing for his meal. 

The next time Mr. Howard returns, you’re busy at another table so don’t get to see 

him come in. Because you told the hostess weeks ago that he’s one of your regulars, 

though, Mr. Howard is automatically seated in your station. (Of course, even if the 

hostess messed up and tried to place him somewhere else, Mr. Howard would insist on 

being served by you.) 

You greet him enthusiastically as usual: “Mr. Howard! How wonderful to have 

you back!” He doesn’t appear to be in a hurry this time, so while you’re ready to rattle off 

“steak medium rare and a Waldorf salad,” you simply ask, “What are you in the mood for 

today?”  

Mr. Howard replies, “I’m torn between the steak and the lobster. What you do 

think?” 

If you were an ordinary waiter, you’d simply say, “They’re both excellent.” 
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But because people are often tempted by more than one entree, you’ve previously 

requested from your manager the ability to let top customers order a combination dish. 

This isn’t something you could do on your own; but thanks to your initiative, and 

management’s blessings, it’s another way for you to provide extraordinary service: 

“Well, Mr. Howard, if you like, I can get you a plate that’s half steak and half lobster. 

That choice isn’t on the menu; but if you’d prefer it, I can make it happen.” 

Mr. Howard happily agrees. He adds, “That’s such a great option! You know, 

there are lots of items on the menu that are tempting, but I’m wary of taking the chance 

of ordering them in case I won’t like them.” 

Because you’ve also heard this before, you’ve discussed it with your manager too; 

and he’s provided permission for you to say the following: “Actually, if you ever come in 

on a Tuesday between 4:00 and 6:00 pm, I hold a tasting party that allows customers to 

try a range of our dishes and wines for a flat fee. 

“And by the way, if you come in on a Thursday between 4:00 and 6:00 pm, I can 

offer you and your guests free champagne with your meal! 

“Those are both normally slow periods for the restaurant; but because of these 

special offers, my station is pretty full at those times. That makes my manager happy, and 

my VIP customers like you seem to appreciate it as well, so it makes me happy.” 

Customers enormously appreciate such options, and they aren’t terribly difficult 

to provide; but very few restaurants actually offer them. 

Mr. Howard replies, “You know, you’re an angel on earth. Whenever I need to 

relax and not worry about anything, I’m coming here. And when I have a colleague or 

friend I want to impress, I’m also coming here...to be served by you.” 
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Now that’s what great service is all about. 

It’s not screaming “Absolutely!” every time a guest asks for something. 

It’s paying strict attention to your customers, and keeping an eye out for anything 

out of the ordinary that you can do for them that will make them feel cared for and 

special. 

Remember,  as a waiter you’re a small business owner with no rent, no inventory, 

no employees to pay, no business insurance, and food that’s prepared by other people. 

That’s a good place to be. And it means you can focus 100% on raising your service to 

the level of superstar. 

Of course, not every customer rates superstar treatment. But if a guest starts 

snapping his fingers or whistling for your attention, speaks to you with disrespect, or 

simply fails to compensate you adequately in tips, you can always gently cut that 

customer loose. All you have to do is provide that person with standard service, and no 

more; and let the hostess know that the customer is no longer a request of yours, so 

should be placed randomly at whatever station is next available. 

The customers that treat you right, however, are your personal VIPs. 

The other servers in your restaurant are waiting on strangers who walk in, eat, and 

leave. But you’re getting in regulars who know your name, and understand that you’re 

unique; who appreciate all the extra things you do to make them feel welcome and 

special; and who are happy to reward you. The result is your station is continually 

buzzing with warm feelings. 

When this happens, how much more enjoyable do you think your experience is on 

a daily basis versus that of your colleagues? 
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And if you have your heart set on a career beyond your restaurant, how many 

potential doors do you think you’re opening by handing out your business card around 

your neighborhood and spreading your name around town; and by having so many loyal, 

appreciative, and affluent customers? 

Also, how much more performance experience and star charisma do you think 

you’ve developing by serving a large audience of fans every day? 

Finally, bottom line: How much more do you think you’re earning in tips? 

Money is freedom. It buys you time and options. 

If you become a superstar waiter, the odds are great it’ll ultimately help you 

become a superstar in the career of your dreams. 

 

LeeAnne Homsey 1-860-248-0988 

E-mail: info@bestcustomerengagement.com 

Website: http://bestcustomerengagement.com  

http://bestcustomerengagement.com/

