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There are many reasons why product knowledge and sales training doesn’t work, from 
the quality of the content, the ability of the trainer, the motivation and commitment of 
the team involved and the buying habits of customers.  
 

In this e-book, I will be exploring 5 of the main reasons why this training fails to 
generate long-term and sustainable sales growth; as well as providing you with 
some simple tips to help make your training achieve more effective results. 
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Introduction  

 
If you have spent any time in the hospitality industry you will have experienced one or 
two product knowledge training sessions.  Where brand ambassadors, promotion staff 
or product trainers visit your venue, provide tastings, talk in depth about their products, 
provide your venue with branded menu cards and then send you on the way to sell, sell, 
sell. 
 
The problem is product knowledge training doesn’t really work. 
 
Now don’t get me wrong, I am not saying that product training doesn’t improve sales 
sometimes.  What I am saying is that very few businesses get the best results out of 
their training that achieves real benefits.     
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“It is estimated that 9 out of 10 
sales training initiatives have no 
lasting impact beyond 120 days.” 
 
David Stein. Sales Training: The 120-Day Curse 

Food for thought  
In this e-book I have made some generalisations about 
the hospitality & customer services industries, 
however, these are based on my personal experiences 
and the experiences of colleagues and clients I have 
worked with.     

 
Every business is unique, each where their own 
strengths and challenges when it comes to improving 
sales.  However, the 5 challenges that will be covered 
in this book are experienced by all businesses, 
employers, managers, and staff the world over.  
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About me  

 

My name is Ian Johnstone.    I am the founder of Train the 

Workplace a free learning community for workplace trainers.     

 

For the last 20 years I have been working in the Hospitality & 

Customer Services industries for over 2 decades in Australia, 

United Kingdom and United Arab Emirates.  Over this time, I 

have worked as a Workplace Trainer, and Sales & Service 

Training Consultant for 4 star & 5 star hotels, restaurants, bars 

and cafes. 

 

When I am not writing and designing training materials and resources, I am running my 

small training consultancy called Profitable Employee. 
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1.  Why your sales are a result of your service  
 

To be profitable, your business must provide both great products and great service, so 
that it encourages customers to buy more and to become loyal to you and your 
brand.     
 
The reality is very few businesses will survive on just great products alone.    
 
Today, each business must deal with more competition and increased customer 
demands.    
 
When customers visit your venue, they expect both a great product and great service, 
and if you don’t, won’t or can’t deliver this then these customers have no reason to 
buy or to return.  
 
Therefore it is essential that when conducting 
any workplace sales programme that you 
focus equal attention on both how your team 
deliver excellent customer experiences, so 
they are encouraged to, and choose to buy 
more from you.    
  
If your team only focus on sales at the 
expense of the customer experience to raise 
revenue, win a prize or just get more tips 
than you are setting your business up for 
failure in the long run.  
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 Have you ever visited a restaurant/ bar or café where the bill total was more 
than you had planned to pay? As you reflected on the experience:  
 
If the experience was great – Where the server was knowledgeable, friendly and 
attentive, the food and drinks were well portioned and tasty.     As you pay the bill it 
leaves you with a positive attitude about the experience, and even though you have 
paid more than you wanted to; leaving you to be think:   
 

“IT WAS EXPENSIVE, BUT IT WAS WORTH IT!” 
 
But what if the experience was ordinary or even poor - Where the server was over the 
top and too intense, always trying to push the promotional items on you, or they kept 
suggesting the most expensive items on the menu.  
 
You pay the bill with a bitter taste in your mouth, you leave dissatisfied and feeling as 
though you have been ripped off.  As you leave you think to yourself:  
 

“THAT WAS A WASTE OF MONEY” 
 

 
Tips 

− If you want to increase your sales your team need to go above and 
beyond what is expected from your customers.    

− Providing a good at customer experience starts with your team 
identifying what each customer wants, and then making 
recommendations that meet their need. 

− Providing a great customer experience takes it to the next level by 
enabling your team to provide each customer with food suggestions 
and options (i.e. cooking methods or upsizing) plus suggesting well 
thought out meal add-ons, sides and matching beverages that 
enhance the customer experience based on what the customers 
expressed wants are.   The result will be happier customers who 
trust your staff’s recommendations, who are more willing to try 
different things and are willing to buy more. 
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2.  Why you need more than a sales mindset 

  
You may have heard the phrase ‘You need to have a sales mindset to be a good 
salesperson’. The idea is simple, an employee who has the drive and willingness to sell 
will be the best salesperson. 
 
‘Right’ 
 
 The reality is this is only partially true. 
 
After all, it is no good having a sales mindset if you don’t know what you are selling, 
what the customer wants, or don’t have confidence in your own ability to sell.   
 
To be effective at sales there are 3 things that motivate and drive your employees to 
promote and sell menu items. 
 

1. What they KNOW about your menu items, your services, the customer and the 
marketplace. 

2. What they DO and how they promote and sell to customers. 
3. What they THINK about sales, delivering quality service, the products, the 

business, and even the customer. 
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All three of these elements are essential to creating a sales and service culture.       
  
One of the ironies about product training is 
that it focusses mainly on learning general 
information about the product (KNOW). 
 
What is often missing is how to use this 
knowledge with a simple an easy to 
follow sales process (DO) that all employees 
can use to promote and sell not just this item 
but all your menu items.   
 
Having both in place will help to build your 
team’s self-confidence to promote and sell 
(THINK).  
 
The greater the levels of self-confidence your team has, the more they will engage with 
your customers, the more they will learn what the customer needs and wants, the 
more they will be able to create memorable experiences.   
 
The result will be happier customers and more revenue. 
 
 

 
Tips 

− Improve what your team KNOWS- after a product knowledge training 
session, provide on the spot quizzes and reinforcing their learning in team 
briefings and team talks. 

− Improve how your team DOES – implement a simple and easy sales 
process that everyone can follow.    

− Improve how your team THINKS – Set realistic sales goals for everyone, 
celebrating small wins, get the team to talk about challenges of selling and 
help them identify ways to overcome them. 
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3. Why you need to train using the customer’s language 

 

How we train staff to describe menu items is wrong, it is too complex and often it is 

too hard to understand for the staff member and the customers. 

 
Don’t believe me!!! 
 

 

When is the last time a customer has 
ordered a glass of wine like this? 
 
‘I want a mellow red wine with aromas 
of strawberries, raspberries and a hint 
of rose petals and soft tannin.’’ 
  
Or when did a customer order a meal 
by saying something like this?  
 
‘’I want a tender cooked chicken 
breast lighted fried in olive oil with 
breadcrumbs, served with melted 
mozzarella cheese and covered in a 
rich tomato sauce.’ 
 
The answer is never. 

 
 
This is because this is the language, we use to describe food and drink on our menus 
and has been designed to help customers visualise each item to encourage them to 
buy.   
 
The problem is these terms are often subjective (I.e. interpreted differently), and they 
are not how people talk.   Often when providing menu training, employees are taught 
to describe food and beverages using this same style of colourful and vibrant 
language.    
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To achieve this, employees are introduced to complex wine wheels, product tasting 
notes, and given in-depth descriptions to describe specific flavours, aromas, and 
tastes.    
 
So, what if an employee can’t smell or taste strawberries in a glass of wine or they 
can’t describe the taste difference between a salmon or a tuna steak does that mean 
they are wrong? 
 
The answer is no!  
 
So, to overcome this, you need to train your staff on how to describe your menu items 
using the language that both they and the customers understand.  
 

Unless a customer knows what they want to order, they often ask questions that give 
the server a hint of what they are looking for, like:   

‘I am hungry what can you recommend?’ or ‘I would like a dry red wine’   

Your customers use general descriptive words to identify what they are looking for, 
they then expect the server, bartender or waiter to ask some more question for 
clarification and then provide them with suggestions.  
 
But what if the employee doesn’t know which meal is light, medium or heavy in 
texture or which wine is dry or sweet?    How can they make a good suggestion that 
meets the customer's needs? 
 
 The answer is they can’t. 
 
 

 
Tips 

− Identify the type of words your customers use to describe what they 
want and use this to help your team describe your menu items 

− Teach your teams about simple to describe tastes, textures, and aromas 
of food and drinks 

− Teach the menu items in similar tastes groups (i.e. light, heavy, spicy 
etc.)   
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4. Product knowledge training is often forgotten 

 
It is estimated that 80% of what is trained will be forgotten within 24 – 48 hours if it is 
not reinforced 
 
People have short memories, studies have shown that employees will forget as much 
as 80% of what is trained within 24 – 48 hours if it is not reinforced. And this causes a 
big problem when providing both skills and knowledge training. 
 
If you don’t train at the right time and in the right way, you are wasting yours and your 
team’s time as well as losing sales.  
 
What influences how employees remember is 
what they perceive as 
 

− Useful:  like information that can be used 
right away. 

− Relevant: like information that helps 
everyone in their job or in their lives. 

− Emotional: like information that will help 
them to stay safe, usually moving them 
towards a positive experience or away 
from a negative one. 

  
Two common challenges of product training is that: 
1. It is done infrequently (usually depending on the availability of the product 

ambassador).  This often leads to too much time between an employee learning 
something and then being able to apply it in the workplace.   The result is it is 
quickly forgotten. 

 
2. Often product training is delivered away from the workplace, off-site in a purpose-

built training facility (like a coffee roastery, brewery or distillery), employees are 
immersed with information about the product, its history, production methods, and 
the science behind making it.   They are then given practical training in a purpose 
built venue while using unfamiliar tools and equipment.   
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The result is that often an employee returns motivated and enthusiastic about their 
learning experience, but soon this disappears as they get back to business as 
usual, where the other staff are doing things differently to what they employee 
learned. 

  

 
Tips 

− Provide knowledge training less than 2 days before it is needed and 
reinforce it every few days 

− Most learning happens on the job, so design your training to support 
this 

− Continue to reinforce knowledge in briefings and meetings  

− Provide skills training in the workplace as often as possible 

− Get employees to share their knowledge with other 

− Provide training resources for employees who could not attend a 
training session 
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5. You can’t just train the permanent staff and hope it filters 

through 

 
It is a no brainer, you need the most staff (permanent and casual) on the floor during 
the busy times, this is logical as it is when you can make the most sales, however, it is 
also the time when you can annoy the most customers.      
 
When product training is delivered onsite it is delivered at odd times and often in an 
unorganised manner, due to the odd times it is usually provided for a handful of 
employees, usually during slow serving periods, 
and where employees are encouraged to come in 
on their days off or stay between shifts.  
 
Usually, there are employees absent or who could 
not attend the entire learning session, as they have 
other responsibilities (like a second job or studies) 
or they must continue serving at the bar. 
 
Employees who are unable to attend are often 
required to access the information themselves.  
 
Due to the nature of the industry (with high levels of casual employees and shift 
working) and little time for paid training, many employees are given any information 
just before their shift and are expected to pick up the information as they go along. 
 
This is a recipe for disaster, as employees actively avoid suggesting and promoting 
these menu items as they don’t know enough about them. 
  

Imagine you are a customer in a bar, on top of a table you see menu card 
promoting a new bar snack menu, you ask the server what is in the dish, and 
they proceed to read from the menu.   

 

− How would this make you feel?  

− Would this encourage you to buy?  

− Would you be encouraged by any other recommendations they may make? 
  
Probably not.   
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Tips 

− Provide time for all employees to learn about any new products or 
menu items 

− Provide information in bite-sized chunks, to give your team time to 
understand it. 

− Team competent staff who have received and understand the training 
with employees who have not had it 

− Don’t let anyone work a section without demonstrating they know their 
menu and promotions 
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Looking for ways to increase sales  

 

Product & Sales training doesn’t need to be difficult, with a little bit of planning and 

effort you can make sure that everyone in your team is able to provide an exceptional 

customer experience that encourages them to want to buy, promote your business, 

and most importantly return. 

 

Need inspiration or help? 
 
Do you want to increase your sales in food & beverage but don’t know where to start, 

or maybe you have tried everything but keep getting the same results? 

 

Then don’t worry help is at hand, we have a range of unique sales programs, that have 

been designed specifically for the hospitality industry.     

 

 

 
DOUBLE YOUR SALES IN JUST 28 DAYS. 

 

INCREASE YOUR CUSTOMER'S AVERAGE F&B SPEND 

BY UP TO 20% IN AS LITTLE AS 4 WEEKS. 

 

Check out these signature training programs, and more free training tools, tips and 

resources learning like this from our website at www.traintheworkplace.com.  

 

 

http://www.traintheworkplace.com/

