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gooD busiNess breed success with contests

hen James Brown, general manager of one of the more than a dozen 
Claddagh Irish Pubs, Columbus, Ohio, got into the foodservice industry, he 
saw no use for server contests. He thought, “You get paid to do your job. Why 

should I pay you extra to do it?” 
 He reasoned that even if a contest did 
temporarily improve restaurant profitabil-
ity, performance would falter if there wasn’t 
a contest. And, it might condition servers 
to develop the attitude that they would only 
perform at their peak if they were paid extra. 
 Since then, Brown has had a complete reversal after conducting server contests. “They don’t 
have that attitude,” he says. “Instead, we get a sense of appreciation from the employees.” 
 In fact, he speculates that server competitions may be one of the reasons why staff turnover 
is almost nonexistent at the restaurant. “Why go somewhere else where they are expected to 
work like robots?” 
 There’s even some anecdotal evidence that incentivized servers are more successful in several 
ways. Kachina Southwestern Grill at The Westin, Westminster, Colo., has a computer program 
interfaced with its POS system that helps pull data and measure server performance. That makes 
it easy to conduct and measure server contests, says senior restaurant manager Lauren LaFortune. 
 Since the restaurant began conducting contests in August 2013, check averages have increased 
$1. Naturally, the increased check average also increased server tip averages, much to the pleasure 
of the servers. But LaFortune was surprised to see that servers with the highest check average also 
had the highest tip percentage. “That tells me, when you are upselling, you give that guest a better 
experience,” she says. “They try things they wouldn’t have tried otherwise, and the server is getting 
to know the guest better. They are connecting,” 
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1) smithwick’s irish ale-battered 
cod fillet served with seasoned pub 
chips, house coleslaw and tartar sauce 
at Claddagh irish Pubs. 2) The big 
burger at Mcgillin’s olde ale house 
is a half-pound cooked to order on the 
char-grill and served on locally baked 
baker street brioche. 3) Maloney’s irish 
bangers, red potatoes, bacon, onions 
and red peppers, all stewed in an irish 
cider broth, served with lakeshore beer 
mustard and Claddagh soda bread at 
Claddagh irish Pubs.
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breed success 
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Incentivized servers help enhance the guest 
experience and restaurant profitability. by JoDy shee

JaMes browN  
Listen to your staff. Ask them what would 

make their job more rewarding and fun. 

How would they like to be incentivized?

laureN laForTuNe   
Keeping track of sales and profitability is easy using Avero restaurant software 

from Avero, LLC, New York, and its Avero Single Server Mentoring service, which 

focuses on bringing up the performance of servers with lower check averages.
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plan strategically
 Kachina Southwestern Grill conducts monthly server contests in four categories. The first 
is overall check average, and the other three are appetizer sales, dessert sales and tequila sales, 
each as a percentage of overall sales, which makes the competition fair to those who don’t work 
as many hours, LaFortune says. 
 The winners get to pick their gifts. They often choose some kind of alcohol, though gift 
cards to sister restaurants are also popular. 
 Claddagh Irish Pubs almost always have some type of contest going on, such as highest 
sales for the night, most bottles of wine sold, most appetizers sold and most gift cards sold, for 
example. But Claddagh differs from many restaurants by teaming a server with someone in the 
kitchen. Brown notices that the kitchen staff appreciate the benefit, and it incentivizes them to 
work harder and perform at a higher level. “It allows them to take pride in their work,” he says. 
 To foster work at a higher level, Brown plays a penny game with the staff. He pairs each 
salesperson with a kitchen staff member as a team. He puts 20 pennies in the pass-through 
window for each team, then takes away a penny for every mistake, whether in food production, 
quality, presentation, an incorrect order or an improper ring-up. The team with the most pennies 
remaining at the end of the night wins. He attaches a dollar amount to each penny to split between 
the winning cook and salesperson. “It keeps them from making silly mistakes and it gets the 
kitchen involved more,” he says. 
 He gives a wide array of prizes, sometimes something as simple as a free lunch or dinner at 
another restaurant. “It doesn’t matter what we prize them with, but that we do prize them,” Brown 
says. “They are like a five-year-old kid on Christmas morning. They are excited and appreciative. 
It helps them to feel important and needed. It’s a necessary part of operation. We’re not just a 
numbers game.”
 At McGillin’s Olde Ale House, Philadelphia, 
manager Chris Mullins Jr. conducts server compe-
titions randomly and usually for a week at a time to 
give all servers a chance to participate. Whether the  
contest is selling the most of a particular drink 
or a dessert, sales usually increase 20-30%. “It 
doesn’t matter what the contest is, winning is 
enough for our staff,” Mullins says. The gift is 
often a gift card or a concert ticket. “They are 
always up for a challenge. They just want to be 
the one that everyone knows won.”
 Tracking sales is on the honor system. On a poster board, the days of the week are written 
across the top and servers’ names are written vertically. At the end of each shift, servers write 
how many of the tracked item they sold. 
 Mullins is sold on the value of contests. “It gives our staff one more reason to engage with 
the customer. Our servers are more than order-takers,” he says. Because servers are trying to 
sell a particular item, it causes them to bring the item to the guest’s attention and describe it. 
“It starts a conversation and makes our staff more engaged. It helps build enthusiasm, and that 
trickles down to the customer.”

avoid pitfalls
 In every group there are a few overachievers or super-servers who make winning unlikely for 
the less-experienced or underachievers, who may decide to simply give up. To solve that, offer two 
rewards—one to the person with the highest sales and one to the person who increases his or her 
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aDD-oN TiPs

Strategize to sell more desserts 

and appetizers. Susie Ross, a 

Philadelphia-based restaurant 

customer service trainer/consultant, 

noticed that one server at a 

Singapore restaurant saw a $200 

increase in sales one night simply 

by using the right wording when 

taking dessert orders. She offers the 

following suggestions. 

Desserts Don’t ask if they want it. 

Ask which one they want. It’s not 

yes or no. “Do you want chocolate 

cake or vanilla ice cream?” They 

can still say no, but it’s a bit harder. 

If the response is “no,” suggest that 

you can bring two forks, or suggest 

a liquid dessert. At some point, 

don’t go any further with it.

appetizers Use such wording as, 

“May I start you off with shrimp 

cocktail?” Or simply ask which 

appetizer they would like to start off 

with. Then, put that order in and 

return to the table to take the dinner 

order before the appetizer arrives, to 

prevent guests from reconsidering 

their entree order after eating or 

seeing the appetizer.

Chris MulliNs    
Start out small and easy 

incentivizing for selling the 

most salads or appetizers. 

But don’t push your lowest-

profitability item. Putting 

more money in the pocket 

is the idea. 
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check average the most, says Susie Ross, a Philadelphia-based 
restaurant customer service trainer/consultant.
 Short attention spans are another drawback. After awhile 
the contests can become boring if they are extended over a 
week or a month. “You have to get creative or they will lose 
effectiveness with the staff,” Ross says. 
 She suggests short contests, perhaps for one shift only. And, 
it doesn’t have to be a huge contest. It may be as simple as a $5 
bill passed around throughout the evening to the next server who 
sells the item that’s the target of the contest. At the end, think 
of a creative way to determine who keeps the $5. “It’s fun and 
competitive. People have to actively participate,” she says.
 Restaurants that effectively keep servers’ interest conduct 
regular upsell training sessions. Ross suggests asking contest 
winners to conduct at least part of the training, explaining to 
the rest of the servers how they do it. “It’s a way to get everyone 
involved in the process,” she says.
 At Claddagh Irish Pubs, Brown conducts a short meet-
ing before each shift. “We talk about any features and we talk 
about any incentives, contests or special offers,” he says. “It’s 
two-sided. I don’t sit there and preach to them like a high school 
principal. I ask them every time what they need from me.”
 LaFortune with Kachina Southwestern Grill finds it challenging  
keeping the servers’ focus on the contest. “Be organized and 
structured and make sure someone is in charge of updating the 
numbers weekly and talking about it before each shift,” she 
says. “We talk about it in our daily stand-ups.”  
 Brown finds that it helps to refer to the servers as sales people. 
He gets them to view their job as helping guests figure out what 
they want to eat. “Some guests have no clue, and they rely on your 
sales people to guide them in that. That’s what we want to do. We 
bump the guest up to better quality and trust that they will enjoy 
it far more than if they have the cheaper version,” he says, noting 
that the servers are not aggressive about it, just helpful.
 To keep from coming across as too pushy in their quest 
to win the prize for highest check average, servers at Kachina 
Southwestern Grill pick out a few of their favorite menu items 
to suggest to undecided guests.  

spread the joy
 Incentivizing doesn’t have to stop with servers. Consider the 
part vendors can play by helping with prizes, suggests Mullins. 
When vendors visit him, “they tend to lean toward order-taking,” 
he says. When he explains that he’s doing a server contest, he tells 
them, “You should get behind this. It will help you move your 
brand.” Thus, they come to him with prizes and ideas. 

 In Columbus, a representative from the nearby Shadowbox 
Live theater occasionally brings Brown 10 or 12 free admission 
tickets to use as server-incentive prizes. The gesture helps every-
one involved. Servers who visit the theater tend to talk it up at the 
tables they serve, helping the theater draw business, Brown says.  
 Kitchen workers are often forgotten in the entire service 
equation. For that reason, when Ross consults restaurants, she 
suggests compensating servers according to the model champi-
oned by the late Charlie Trotter. That is, take away tipping and 
replace it with a gratuity charge added to the check to be split 
between servers and the kitchen staff. 
 In that case, successful servers yield successful kitchen staff.

JoDy SHEE, AN oLATHE, KAN.-BASED FREELANCE wRITER AND EDIToR, PREvIoUSLy wAS EDIToR 
oF A FooDSERvICE MAgAzINE. SHE HAS MoRE THAN 20 yEARS oF FooD-wRITINg ExPERIENCE AND 
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Mcgillin’s olde ale house, Philadelphia, conducts server competitions randomly and 
usually for a week at a time to give all servers a chance to participate.
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