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Think smarter to improve skills
Don’t let busy schedules stop you from continual learning. Ken Burgin

offers tips for improving your and your staff’s skills with minimal pain.

BUSY, BUSY, busy, busy. It’s easy

for another six months to pass by

and you’ve done nothing to

‘sharpen the saw’ or improve

your skills. The industry is

changing at rocket speed, and we

already have too many unhappy

dinosaurs, without you joining

them in the swamp.

The options have exploded.

These days you can browse Hos-

pitality magazine (in hard copy

and online), search Google for

new products, read experts’ up-

dates in a blog, watch a web sem-

inar on your PC or listen to a

podcast while driving. How you

want it and when you want it?

Start with your iPod. Most

people use it for music, but open

up iTunes on your computer and

find the iTunes Store. Search for

a topic of interest like ‘food safe-

ty’, ‘food trends’ or ‘wine’. You’ll

find hundreds of free podcasts

ready to download — they’re

like radio programs but you lis-

ten when it suits you, when

you’re driving, at the gym or

maybe plugged into speakers in

the kitchen. When you find an

interesting podcast, subscribe

and download. In this business,

we’re all good at multi-tasking,

so listen while you chop or set up

the bar.

Feeling low-tech? Head to the

Apple website and look for the

“support centre”. It’s packed

with short videos explaining

everything you need to know. 

Invest in an iPad. I’m not a

Steve Jobs fanatic, but the ease

and flexibility of iPads makes

them endlessly useful around

your venue. By eliminating wires

and short battery life, they can be

used anywhere — for showing

function customers the menus

and room options, sharing train-

ing videos with new staff, plac-

ing online orders and check ing

emails wherever you are. They’re

easy to use — if you can use a

touch-screen POS, you’re there. 

Tune in to web seminars. Our

Profitable Hospitality web sem-

inars — or webinars — start this

month. They’re one-hour online

sessions where you sit at your PC

and watch a presentation on the

latest promotional ideas, social

media marketing, menu develop-

ment, industry trends and staff

management. In the old days, in-

formation like this needed per-

sonal attendance at a seminar, if

you were lucky to be in the right

city. Now you just click on an

email link to watch, listen and

ask questions. You’ll even have

the option to watch the session

later at a more convenient time. 

And if you do want to get

away for a few days of concen-

trated training, consider the

Clubs + Wedding & Events Sum-

mit next month in Sydney, or one

of the regular trade fairs held in

every large city. Maybe you’re a

little jaded by these events, but

most of your staff have never had

the opportunity. There’s always

a boost of energy and enthusiasm

if you take them along.

What else is on your personal

development list? Typing skills

usually need a boost — use one

of the game-based systems on

your new iPad. Follow the easy

online videos at Lynda.com to

learn how spreadsheets can

analyse costs and sales — jug-

gling figures with confidence has

never been more important. Ac-

quire a deeper understanding of

menu engineering and recipe

costing with online courses and

recipe software like Profitable

Recipe Manager.

Chefs, why not improve your

food photography skills? It’s

much more than point and flash,

but doesn’t need an expensive

camera. Photography is ever

more useful for online promo-

tions — you can be the expert.

Experienced chefs are also

adding qualifications in food

safety management and auditing

— making hygiene part of your

expertise and a way to move out

of production if you’ve been over

a stove for too long. Much of this

training can be done online, and

paced to the time available.

Keen to improve staff manage-

ment skills? It’s a strength that

will always be in demand. It may

be the fine points of how to dis-

cipline or dismiss a staff member.

Or how to design and run per-

formance reviews, train small

groups and offer career planning.

Managing drug and alcohol is-

sues is a constant issue in this in-

dustry, and your specialised skills

will be much appreciated. In fact

people management in every

area will be appreciated: from

better understanding young staff

to conflict management, team

building and the wide range of

mental health issues.

Wine and beverage knowledge

is a passion for many front-of-

house staff, and as they learn

they can also teach. Sommelier

training and advanced wine ap-

preciation is widely available,

but make sure this is also shared

with the floor staff. It’s wonder-

ful to see young staff develop a

passion for wine, and their rising

confidence is always reflected in

better sales.

So much to do — how will

you make the time? When learn-

ing is hard, serious and boring,

there’s always something else

that needs doing first. But when

it’s fun and feels like there’s a re-

ward attached, it’s surprising

how we fit it all in.

Ken Burgin is a leading hospi-

tality industry consultant. For

more information visit prof-

itablehospitality.com or call

1800 001 353.


