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SOMETHING big is about to happen to New

Zealand—the Rugby World Cup in 2011. Sixty

thousand people are expected to visit a country

of four million and watch 20 teams play 48 games.

Stretching from Invercargill at the bottom of the

South Island to Whangarei at the top of the North

Island, the whole country will be involved, and

stretched to capacity.

To prepare the nation’s hospitality businesses,

the Hospitality Standards Institute organised a

road show of business presentations through

Dunedin, Christchurch, Wellington, Rotorua and

Auckland. They featured topics from hospitality

business management and marketing, to design

and cost control. It was my pleasure to present

ten sessions during this road show, and hear first-

hand about the challenges facing New Zealand

restaurants, cafes and hotels. 

A fellow presenter was New Zealand restaura-

teur Craig McFarlane, the power behind eight hos-

pitality businesses from coffee roasters and restau-

rants, to cafes and a pub. A strong believer in

systems and financial control, McFarlane showed

how he has grown his businesses through partner-

ships and training key people to thoroughly un-

derstand how a business makes money. The busi-

nesses are big on personality and service, and they

proudly focus on maximising profits and retaining

staff.

Meeting McFarlane for the first time, you could

assume he’s just another hard-working operator

struggling with one business. But he’s made the

breakthrough that most owners never do — lever-

aging his skills so expansion doesn’t mean more

and more work hours and extra stress. Most own-

ers dream of opening another business, but they

never find the way to use the talent of others to

help them expand.

Keys to McFarlane’s success includes his 3 P’s —

People, Processes and Partnerships. Do your peo-

ple understand what the business stands for and

support its values? Are the processes relevant or

redundant? Are they effective? People and process-

es make sense, but partnerships are often under-

stood in quite a narrow way. McFarlane sees part-

nerships as including not just shareholders, but

also staff, suppliers, brands and professional asso-

ciations—everyone who can help to make the busi-

ness a success.

Many of his businesses have staff who have been

bought in as partners to the operation, thorough-

ly trained in good management and now highly

motivated to maximise the bottom line. They’re

not just partners, but leaders: people who can com-

municate, who want to learn, who are decisive and

can motivate others. They also need to be confi-

dent, consistent and self-aware.

Central to the McFarlane model are accurate

figures, available at the beginning of every week,

so staff and management know exactly how the

business is performing. Food and labour cost per-

centages, customer spending, best and weakest

selling items, actual figures compared to budgets.

It takes time to organise, but once the systems are

established the performance improvements should

be immediate. How well are your systems set up

to give essential KPI’s whenever you need them? 

Are there problems that are unique to New

Zealand? Not too many. The same shortage of

skilled staff, rising costs for energy and food, and

a small population a long way from the rest of the

world. And in a shock discovery: Gen Y Kiwis are

just like our own, until smart operators like Craig

McFarlane find ways to motivate and engage

them. Even with an exchange rate working in my

favour by 20 per cent, food and drink in New

Zealand is expensive. The rule is the same in every

country: higher prices mean lower demand. The

short cut for reducing food costs is to raise prices,

but that won’t increase volume — it needs a mul-

ti-pronged strategy and constant vigilance.

The best things I saw included wonderful sweet

treats in cafes and restaurants — from puddings

and lamingtons to date scones and ‘road kill’ (a

mixed fruit slice that’s definitely okay for vegetar-

ians); warm, friendly and genuine service, without

the ‘world-weariness’ that affects so many busi-

nesses here in Australia; delicious pinot noir and

sauvignon blanc (‘would you like a savvy?’); a ro-

bust coffee culture; and a proud use of local in-

gredients. There was lots of succulent lamb from

the snowy-white sheep dotted all over the land-

scape, and with the same high prices as Australia,

appealing menu descriptions are needed to over-

come resistance. New Zealand is less than three

hours to fly over. It’s worth the trip to check out

some ideas.

Ken Burgin is a leading hospitality industry con-

sultant. For more information visit profitablehos-

pitality.com or call 1800 001 353.

Tips from across the ditch
Warm and friendly service is just one of the features of the New

Zealand hospitality industry we could learn from, writes Ken Burgin.


