
[bookmark: _gk1bv4smt3u4]Front-of-House Welcome Guide
[bookmark: _nq2oho6ob78m]Greeting Guests at the Restaurant Door
[bookmark: _xugl71uh80db]A Practical Guide for Restaurant Staff 

[bookmark: _c2m705yiv2ci]The First 30 Seconds Matter
The moment a guest walks through your door sets the emotional tone for their entire dining experience. Research in hospitality consistently shows that guests form a lasting impression within the first 30 seconds of arrival. A warm, professional welcome can turn a first-time visitor into a loyal regular. A poor one — even with excellent food — can leave a guest feeling unwelcome and unlikely to return.
This guide equips every member of the front-of-house staff with the tools, scripts, body language techniques, and cultural awareness to deliver a consistently exceptional welcome, every single time.

[bookmark: _xjlviu7wr2jl]Part 1: Nominating Roles — Who Does What (And When)
One of the most common failures at a restaurant entrance is the "everyone waits for someone else" problem. Guests stand at the door while staff look at each other, assuming someone else will step forward. This is uncomfortable for everyone and must be eliminated through clear role nomination.
[bookmark: _b9kpujx2go5i]The Door Ownership System
Every shift must have a nominated Door Champion — a specific person whose primary responsibility during peak greeting times is the front door. This is not a permanent role; it rotates. But at any given moment, one person owns the door.
How to nominate before service: During the pre-shift briefing, the manager or head waiter states clearly:
"Tonight, [Name] owns the door from 6 PM to 8 PM. [Name], you hand over to [Name] at 8 PM when you move to section two. Any questions?"
This removes all ambiguity.
[bookmark: _i42fkmt5edmy]The 3-Zone Coverage Model

	Zone
	Location
	Timeframe
	Responsibility

	Zone 1
	The Door
	0–5 seconds
	Door Champion opens the door, makes eye contact, and delivers the initial greeting. Does not leave without verbal handover.

	Zone 2
	The Host Stand
	5–30 seconds
	The host or maître d' receives the guest, confirms the reservation, and begins the seating process.

	Zone 3
	The Dining Floor
	30 seconds onward
	The section waiter takes over once the guest is seated.



The handover phrase between zones:
"Mr. and Mrs. Dlamini, allow me to hand you over to Sarah, who will be taking wonderful care of you this evening."
Never leave a guest in a gap between zones. If Zone 2 is momentarily occupied, Zone 1 holds the guest with conversation, a menu, or an offer of a drink.
[bookmark: _r6u2j9ortv9e]What to Do When You Are Not the Nominated Greeter
Even if you are not the Door Champion, you are never invisible to guests. If a guest enters and the Door Champion is momentarily occupied, any staff member who makes eye contact is now responsible for a brief acknowledgement:
"Good evening! Welcome in — someone will be right with you. Please come in out of the cold."
Then immediately alert the Door Champion or host with a quiet verbal cue or hand signal.

[bookmark: _hm61hlbt73je]Part 2: Opening the Door
Opening a door for a guest is a simple act, but done well, it communicates professionalism, care, and anticipation.
[bookmark: _aq2dzrs5o6l0]Anticipating the Guest
Do not wait for a guest to be already at the door before you move. If you can see guests approaching — from the parking area, from the street, or through a glass panel — begin moving toward the door before they arrive. This signals attentiveness and makes guests feel expected and important.
[bookmark: _opfm6q3ro6do]The Correct Door-Opening Technique

	Step
	Action

	Step 1
	Move to the door and position yourself to the side (not directly behind it), so you are not blocking the entrance as it opens.

	Step 2
	Open the door fully — not halfway. A half-open door communicates hesitation and inconveniences guests with bags, prams, or mobility aids.

	Step 3
	Hold the door at the frame, with your body angled toward the guest and slightly back, creating a clear, open, welcoming pathway into the restaurant.

	Step 4
	Maintain eye contact and smile as the door opens — not after.

	Step 5
	Extend your free hand in a gentle, open gesture toward the interior as you deliver your greeting.


[bookmark: _u3fq7xqsf9a0]For Guests with Accessibility Needs
If a guest is using a wheelchair, walking aid, or has a pram/stroller, hold the door wide and step back generously. Never rush them or crowd the doorway. If your restaurant has a second set of interior doors, move ahead calmly and open those as well, ensuring a clear path throughout.
Script: "Please, take your time — I've got both doors for you."
[bookmark: _dwvqzbcjfgw]For Couples, Families, and Groups
Hold the door until every member of the group has entered. Do not release it after the first person. For large groups, prop the door open if possible, or signal a colleague to assist.

[bookmark: _8na0ol2pf2os]Part 3: The Smile — Your Most Powerful Tool
A genuine smile is the single most universally understood gesture of welcome across all cultures. It requires no translation and no context. It costs nothing. Yet it is consistently underused or performed inauthentically.
[bookmark: _czpqw6k0j1er]The Difference Between a Genuine Smile and a Service Smile

	Type
	What It Looks Like
	How Guests Perceive It

	Genuine (Duchenne) smile
	Corners of the eyes crinkle, cheeks lift, and the whole face is engaged
	Warm, trustworthy, welcoming

	Forced service smile
	Only the mouth moves; the eyes remain flat
	Hollow, mechanical, sometimes condescending

	No smile
	Neutral or stern expression
	Unwelcoming, indifferent



How to practise a genuine smile: Before your shift, think of something that genuinely makes you feel warm — a person, a memory, a joke. Notice the difference between that expression and a deliberate smile without feeling. Train yourself to access that warmth on cue by anchoring the feeling, not just the expression. Many experienced hospitality professionals think of a regular guest they genuinely like as they approach the door.
[bookmark: _jhss5m7keuzy]Smiling in Contexts Where Cultural Norms Differ
In some cultures, a broad smile from a stranger can initially feel unfamiliar. In these cases, a warm, composed smile paired with a respectful nod and calm, measured body language is always appropriate. Read your guest. If they respond to warmth with warmth, amplify it. If they are more reserved, a composed and professional expression of welcome is equally valid.

[bookmark: _pgz3vvwfynst]Part 4: Body Language — Speaking Before You Speak
Your body delivers a message to the guest several seconds before any words do. Ensure your non-verbal communication is aligned with your verbal welcome.
[bookmark: _ph1aowxg126y]Quick Reference: Body Language Do's and Don'ts
	Body Language Element
	Do
	Don't

	Posture
	Stand tall, shoulders back and relaxed, weight evenly balanced
	Slouch, lean on the host stand, cross arms

	Eye contact
	Make eye contact from a distance; sweep across groups
	Stare without blinking; look away constantly

	Hands
	Keep open and visible; use an open flat hand to gesture direction
	Point with a single finger; clasp hands behind the back in casual settings

	Personal distance
	Maintain approximately one arm's length
	Step too close (intrusive) or too far (cold)

	Pace
	Move with purpose and composure
	Rush, appear frantic, or shuffle slowly

	Facial expression
	Warm, relaxed, attentive
	Blank, tense, distracted



[bookmark: _cbngmv6gqhmg]Part 5: The Verbal Welcome — Scripts for Every Situation
Words matter, but so does tone, timing, and personalisation. The scripts below are starting points — always adapt to your restaurant's brand, your personality, and the specific guest in front of you.
[bookmark: _1cl5glsjzglz]The Core Greeting Formula
[Acknowledge] + [Welcome] + [Name, if known] + [Anticipate their needs]

Script 1: Standard Evening Welcome (Reservation)
"Good evening, and welcome to [Restaurant Name]. How wonderful to have you with us tonight. Do you have a reservation with us this evening?"
(Guest confirms name)
"Wonderful — welcome, Mr./Ms. [Name]. Your table is ready for you. Please, follow me."

Script 2: Standard Welcome (Walk-In)
"Good evening, welcome to [Restaurant Name]! Great to see you. Are you joining us tonight, just the two of you?"
(Guest confirms party size)
"Perfect. Let me check what I have available for you — one moment."
(After checking)
"You're in luck — I have a lovely table available. Please, come right this way."

Script 3: When There Is a Wait
"Good evening and welcome! We're delighted to have you with us tonight. I do want to be upfront with you — we have about a 15-minute wait for a table right now. I'd love to get you settled at the bar with a drink while you wait. Can I take your name?"
The key here is honesty, warmth, and an immediate solution. Never leave a guest standing at the door without options.

Script 4: Welcoming a Regular Guest
"Good evening, [First Name] — wonderful to see you again! We have your usual corner spot reserved. [Colleague's name] will take fantastic care of you tonight."
Personalisation is powerful. If your restaurant uses a reservation system that shows guest history, use it. Noting that a guest visited recently, is celebrating a birthday, or has a dietary preference they mentioned last time communicates that they are known, valued, and remembered.

Script 5: Welcoming International or Non-Native Language Guests
Begin in English (or your restaurant's primary language), but be immediately attentive to non-verbal cues. If a guest looks uncertain or communicates in another language, respond with calm, clear, slow speech — not louder speech. Use simple sentence structures and generous gestures.
"Welcome! Please, come in." (Gesture toward interior)
"Table for…?" (Hold up fingers to indicate numbers if helpful)
A small laminated card at the host stand with "Welcome" written in several key languages relevant to your guest demographic is a thoughtful touch that guests notice and appreciate.

[bookmark: _746lgi7z6ye]Welcome Phrases in Common Languages

	Language
	Welcome Phrase
	Pronunciation Guide

	English
	Welcome!
	WEL-kum

	French
	Bienvenue !
	Byan-vuh-NEW

	Spanish
	¡Bienvenido/a!
	Byen-veh-NEE-doh/dah

	Mandarin Chinese
	欢迎光临
	Huānyíng guānglín

	Arabic
	أهلاً وسهلاً
	AH-lan wah-SAH-lan

	Portuguese
	Bem-vindo/a!
	Bem-VEEN-doo/dah

	German
	Willkommen!
	Vil-KOM-en

	Japanese
	いらっしゃいませ
	Ee-rah-SHAH-ee-mah-seh

	Zulu
	Siyakwamukela!
	See-yah-kwah-moo-KEH-lah

	Hindi
	स्वागत है
	SWAA-gat hai



Note: Adapt this table to the languages most relevant to your restaurant's primary guest demographics.

Script 6: Welcoming Families with Young Children
"Good evening, welcome! Oh, what a lovely family. How many are joining you tonight?"
(After confirmation)
"Wonderful. Would you like a highchair for the little one? I'll make sure to grab that for you on the way."
Acknowledge children directly and warmly — crouch to their level briefly if appropriate, make them feel welcome, not an inconvenience. Parents notice and deeply appreciate this.

Script 7: Welcoming a Guest Who Has Been Waiting (Delayed Service Recovery)
"Good evening — I'm so sorry to have kept you waiting even a moment. Welcome to [Restaurant Name], I'm very glad you're here. Let's get you sorted right away."
Then move with purpose. Do not dwell on the apology. Recover by acting swiftly and warmly.

Script 8: Welcoming a Solo Diner
Solo diners are often made to feel like an afterthought. They deserve the same warmth and ceremony as any other guest, if not more.
"Good evening, welcome to [Restaurant Name]. Will it be just you this evening? Wonderful — let me find you a lovely spot."
Choose a table that gives the solo diner a sense of comfort — avoid placing them in the middle of the room or at a table clearly set for four. A window seat, corner table, or bar counter with a view is ideal. Ask if they have a preference.

Script 9: Welcoming a Guest Celebrating a Special Occasion
If the reservation notes indicate a birthday, anniversary, or other celebration, acknowledge it at the door — not only at the table.
"Good evening and welcome! We're so glad you've chosen to celebrate with us tonight. We want to make sure this evening is really special for you."
This sets an expectation of attentiveness from the very first moment.

Script 10: Welcoming a Guest with Visible Anxiety or Uncertainty
Some guests — particularly those dining alone for the first time, attending a formal restaurant for the first time, or navigating a social occasion — may appear nervous or uncertain at the door. A calm, reassuring tone works best.
"Good evening, welcome in. You're in the right place — let me take care of everything for you from here."
This simple phrase removes uncertainty and builds immediate trust.

[bookmark: _4w78a6u0sr3q]Part 6: Cultural Awareness at the Door
International restaurants serve guests from vastly different cultural backgrounds. What feels warm and welcoming in one culture may feel intrusive or inappropriate in another. The following table is a general guide — it reflects tendencies, not rules, and individual guests always take precedence over cultural generalisations.
[bookmark: _awijij6w7f02]Cultural Sensitivity Reference Table

	Region / Culture
	Greeting Tendencies
	Points to Note

	Western Europe (UK, France, Germany)
	Formal on first visit; warms up with familiarity
	Avoid excessive familiarity too quickly; titles are appreciated

	North America (USA, Canada)
	Generally warm and informal from the start
	First-name use is usually welcome early

	East Asia (Japan, China, Korea)
	Reserved; respectful and formal tone preferred
	Bowing slightly as a nod of respect is appreciated; avoid excessive physical proximity

	Middle East (Gulf, Levant)
	Warm and hospitable; relationship-oriented
	Guests may engage in extended pleasantries; do not rush them

	South Asia (India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka)
	Warm, family, and group orientation common
	Acknowledge the eldest member of a group first

	Sub-Saharan Africa
	Community-focused; extended greetings valued
	Eye contact and warmth are important; do not rush the greeting exchange

	Latin America
	Warm and expressive; physical proximity is more comfortable
	Enthusiastic welcome well received; personal connection valued

	Scandinavia
	Reserved; values efficiency and quiet professionalism
	Keep greetings warm but brief; do not over-effuse

	Russia / Eastern Europe
	Initially formal; warms significantly once trust is established
	Avoid hollow-sounding cheerfulness; sincerity is paramount

	Southeast Asia (Thailand, Indonesia, Vietnam)
	Polite and deferential; soft-spoken tone appreciated
	A slight bow or the traditional local greeting gesture is always well-received



Important: This table is a starting point for cultural awareness, not a set of stereotypes. Always treat every guest as an individual and adapt based on the cues they give you in the moment.

[bookmark: _e59iamrusn1v]Part 7: Handling Coats, Bags, and Belongings
Offering to take a guest's coat or bag is a mark of genuine hospitality and elevates the perceived level of service immediately.
Script: "May I take your coat for you this evening? I'll have it checked safely."
If the guest declines, accept this gracefully: "Of course — not a problem at all."
Never push the offer twice. Once is attentive; twice feels pressuring.
[bookmark: _ylge5s6knpck]Handling Belongings Professionally

	Item
	Best Practice

	Coats and jackets
	Offer to check; provide a ticket or note the hook number; return proactively at the end of the meal

	Handbags/briefcases
	Offer a small stool or bag hook at the table if your restaurant provides them

	Umbrellas
	Have a stand at the entrance; offer to place wet umbrellas there to avoid dripping through the restaurant

	Prams/strollers
	Offer a designated safe storage area; assist with collapsing if needed, and welcome

	Shopping bags or luggage
	Acknowledge and offer a safe, out-of-the-way spot; guests travelling or shopping will be very grateful.



[bookmark: _22lmf562yw0v]Part 8: Weather, Mood, and Reading the Room
[bookmark: _d38u5c9wivfs]Acknowledging the Weather
Commenting briefly on the weather is a universally safe and human way to break the ice, particularly in extreme conditions.
"Please, come in out of the rain — let me grab you a moment to get settled."
"What a beautiful evening to be out — welcome in!"
This is a small touch, but it signals awareness and humanity.
[bookmark: _haaedebhuwce]Weather Script Reference

	Condition
	Suggested Comment

	Heavy rain
	"Please come in out of the rain — you made it! Let me get you settled."

	Cold or wind
	"Come in, come in — it's bitter out there tonight. Welcome."

	Extreme heat
	"Welcome in — lovely and cool in here for you."

	Beautiful weather
	"What a gorgeous evening to be out — wonderful to have you with us."

	Public holidays or events
	"Happy [occasion]! We're so glad you're spending part of it with us."


[bookmark: _4esiljck4qhc]Reading the Emotional Cue of the Guest
Not every guest arrives in the same mood or with the same energy. Take two seconds as a guest approaches to observe their pace, attire, expression, and company. Then lead with the appropriate tone.

	Guest Type
	Observable Cues
	Recommended Approach

	Celebrating couple
	Dressed up, animated, excited
	More ceremony, warmth, and personalisation

	Business diners
	Suits, laptops, purposeful pace
	Efficiency, precision, minimal small talk unless initiated

	Tired or stressed guest
	Slower pace, quieter demeanour
	Calm, reassuring, do not overstimulate

	Solo diner
	Alone, may seem hesitant
	Warm, discreet, make them feel valued, not overlooked

	Family with children
	Energetic, managing bags and children
	Practical helpfulness; acknowledge children; move efficiently

	Large celebratory group
	Loud, festive, high energy
	Match their enthusiasm; coordinate team support quickly

	Elderly guests
	Slower movement, may need assistance
	Patient, attentive, and offers physical assistance naturally

	First-time visitors
	Looking around curiously, uncertain
	Reassuring and informative; brief orientation of the restaurant



[bookmark: _sdvvhrkhh281]Part 9: Handling Difficult Situations at the Door
Not every arrival will be straightforward. Staff must be prepared to handle difficult scenarios with composure, empathy, and professionalism.
[bookmark: _6w0adl7tp4nd]Situation Reference Table

	Situation
	What to Avoid
	Recommended Response

	The guest arrives without a reservation on a fully booked night
	Bluntly saying "We're full."
	"Good evening — I do want to be honest with you, we are fully booked tonight. However, let me check if anything has opened up, and I'd love to take your details for our cancellation list."

	The guest appears intoxicated upon arrival
	Confrontation or embarrassment
	Quietly alert a manager; greet warmly but assess whether seating is appropriate; involve management discreetly

	The guest is rude or aggressive at the door
	Matching their energy or becoming defensive
	Remain calm and composed; use a low, steady tone; involve a manager if escalation occurs

	The reservation cannot be found
	Dismissing the guest
	"I sincerely apologise — let me look into this right now. Can I get you a drink while I sort this out?"

	The guest arrives very early
	Turning them away
	"Your table will be ready at [time] — would you like to enjoy a drink at the bar in the meantime?"

	The guest arrives very late
	Making them feel unwelcome
	Greet warmly; advise of any kitchen constraints honestly and helpfully

	Guest disputes their reservation details
	Arguing
	"I want to make sure we get this right for you — let me check with my manager, and we'll find the best solution."



[bookmark: _blr63bxrskff]Part 10: Common Mistakes and How to Avoid Them

	Mistake
	Why It Happens
	How to Fix It

	Looking at a screen or notepad when guests arrive
	Busyness or distraction
	Establish a rule: eyes up whenever the door area is in your peripheral vision

	Using overly casual language too early ("Hey guys!")
	Trying to be friendly
	Know your restaurant's brand tone and use it consistently from the first word

	Asking "Do you have a reservation?" as the very first words
	Operational habit
	Always lead with a warm greeting first. Sequence: warmth → logistics

	Turning your back and walking too quickly to the table
	Habit or rush
	Walk at the guest's pace, slightly ahead, and glance back to ensure they are with you

	Neglecting guests who are waiting for their party
	Forgetting once seated
	Set a personal reminder to check in every few minutes with anything waiting alone

	Breaking the handover chain
	Assuming it will sort itself
	Always introduce the next member of staff by name before you leave the guest

	Treating all guests the same way
	Wanting to be consistent
	Consistency is in quality and warmth, not in approach. Read each guest individually.

	Over-apologising for minor delays
	Wanting to show care
	One brief, warm apology is enough. Move forward with action rather than more words.



[bookmark: _c1tker6vzgs5]Part 11: Handling Coats, Bags, and Belongings
(Moved and expanded — see Part 7 above)

[bookmark: _keyln1vamb5h]Part 12: The Pre-Shift Briefing Checklist
Run through the following before every service. This can be printed and used as a physical checklist.
[bookmark: _mwunz2phpbfm]Operational Readiness

	Item
	Check

	Door Champion nominated and rotation times confirmed
	☐

	VIP or returning guests identified; preferences noted
	☐

	Large groups or special occasions are prepared for
	☐

	Entrance area clean, well-lit, and welcoming
	☐

	Umbrellas stand, coat check, and highchairs are readily available.
	☐

	Host stand stocked: menus, reservation notes, language cards.
	☐

	All front-of-house staff in uniform, groomed, and ready.
	☐

	The reservation system checked for dietary requirements and notes.
	☐

	Any known late arrivals, walk-in policies, or wait situations briefed
	☐

	Team energy check — are all staff ready to deliver excellent service?
	☐



[bookmark: _wd69191d7o1t]Part 13: Personal Presentation Standards

First impressions are not just about what staff say and do — how they look forms part of the guest's initial perception. The following standards apply to all front-of-house staff involved in welcoming guests.

	Area
	Standard

	Uniform
	Clean, pressed, and correctly worn at all times. No visible stains, loose threads, or missing buttons.

	Grooming
	Hair neat and away from the face where required. Nails clean and trimmed.

	Fragrance
	Subtle if worn at all. Strong perfume or cologne can be intrusive and may affect guests with sensitivities.

	Jewellery
	In line with the restaurant's policy. Minimal in formal settings.

	Posture and movement
	Purposeful, composed, and confident at all times in guest-facing areas.

	Breath and oral hygiene
	Especially important before service when staff will be speaking closely with guests.

	Expression
	Resting expression should be warm and approachable — not blank or tense.



[bookmark: _5w84nuq044eh]Part 14: Technology and the Welcome Experience
Modern restaurants increasingly use technology at the front of house. It is critical that technology enhances the guest experience, not detracts from it.

	Technology
	Best Practice

	Reservation management systems (e.g., OpenTable, SevenRooms)
	Check guest history and notes before service; use data to personalise the greeting — never during it

	POS / Host tablets
	Never look at a screen when a guest is approaching. Glance before they arrive; then give full attention

	Mobile phones
	Personal phones must not be visible or in use in guest-facing areas

	Headsets (for internal communication)
	Keep communication brief, quiet, and professional. Pause a guest-facing interaction if possible before speaking into a headset

	Digital menus / QR codes
	Offer these as a supplement, never as a replacement for a warm, human handover.



[bookmark: _vbrkepa37bp7]Summary: The 10 Principles of an Outstanding Welcome

	#
	Principle
	In Practice

	1
	Own the door
	Always know who is responsible at every moment

	2
	Anticipate
	Move before the guest reaches the door

	3
	Open fully
	A half-open door sends the wrong message

	4
	Smile genuinely
	Reach the eyes, not just the mouth

	5
	Make eye contact
	From a distance and throughout the interaction

	6
	Greet before you ask
	Warmth first, logistics second

	7
	Personalise when possible
	Use names, recall preferences

	8
	Read the guest
	Match their energy and needs

	9
	Hand over cleanly
	Never leave a guest in a gap

	10
	Recover gracefully
	If something goes wrong, address it warmly and move forward



This guide should be reviewed with all front-of-house staff at onboarding and revisited during quarterly training sessions. Role-play scenarios using the scripts above are highly recommended to build muscle memory before live service. A condensed one-page version of the scripts and principles is recommended for the host stand for quick reference during service.
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