

[bookmark: _bkb9i0xeyc5w]Restaurant Serving Etiquette Rules 
A practical reference guide for front-of-house teams serving international guests
[bookmark: _z98wf134z8r0]Understanding the Service Style
Knowing your restaurant's service style affects how formal your approach should be. Confirm which one applies to your venue before applying the rules below.

	Style
	Description
	Formality Level

	Quick service
	Guests order and collect food at the counter, with minimal table service
	Low

	Fast-casual
	Order at the counter, but food is brought to the table (often with a table marker or buzzer)
	Low–Medium

	Casual dining
	The guest is seated, the server takes the order, delivers food, and checks in periodically
	Medium

	Fine dining
	Highest level of service — formal etiquette, traditional left/right serving rules apply strictly
	High

	Banquet/Event
	Pre-set menus, simultaneous service for large groups, often plated or family-style
	Medium–High

	Buffet/Self-service
	Guests serve themselves; staff focus on clearing, drinks, and replenishing
	Low


[bookmark: _fewtnc29nyib]Before You Leave the Kitchen (Quality Check)
· Confirm every plate is going to the correct table
· Double-check the order matches what was requested, including substitutions or allergy requests.
· Inspect plates, bowls, and glasses for cracks, chips, or smudges
· Add any extra cutlery needed (steak knives, soup spoons, dessert spoons/forks)
· Place sauces, butter, and other condiments on the side rather than directly on the food, unless requested otherwise
· Confirm portion sizes and garnishes match the kitchen's standard presentation
· Check that special requests (e.g., "no onions," "sauce on the side," "well done") have actually been followed — not just noted
· Verify temperature: hot food should be hot, cold food should be cold, at the moment it leaves the kitchen
[bookmark: _bpn74g3nbgxj]Order of Service — Who Is Served First

	Priority
	Guest Type
	Notes

	1
	Guest of honour (e.g., birthday person, VIP)
	Served first regardless of age or gender

	2
	Ladies
	Except at banquets or when children are present

	3
	Older guests
	Generally served before younger guests

	4
	Children
	May be served early if restless, or per house/cultural norm

	Last
	Host or hostess of the table
	Always served last


International note: Customs vary significantly between cultures and establishments. In some regions, the eldest male is served first; in others, children are prioritized to keep them settled. If unsure, observe table dynamics or quietly ask a colleague or manager.
[bookmark: _94j0scyy5tyk]Which Side to Serve From?

	Serve from the LEFT when...
	Serve from the RIGHT when...

	Presenting/serving food from a shared platter (e.g., French-style, Brazilian steakhouse style)
	Delivering individually plated meals (most common modern style)

	Placing side dishes such as bread, rolls, or salads
	Serving or pouring drinks and beverages

	The guest's right side is inaccessible (e.g., booth seating)
	Pouring soup from a spouted pot

	Adding or replacing cutlery on the left side of the place setting
	Adding or replacing cutlery on the right side of the place setting



Regional note: In the United States, individually plated meals are traditionally served from the left, differing from European fine-dining tradition. When in doubt, always follow your restaurant's specific house rules over general convention.
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[bookmark: _jtx86dzvie2]Which Side to Clear From
· Clear plates and used items from the right side of the guest's table
· Move clockwise around the table when serving and clearing, for consistency and flow
· Wait until every guest at the table has finished a course before clearing any plates from that course
· Never stack plates at the table in fine dining — take them to a side station or tray, out of guest view, before stacking
· Clear empty coffee cups, water glasses, and after-dinner drink glasses as soon as the guest has finished with them
· Water and wine glasses remain until the guest has finished using them — don't clear prematurely
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[bookmark: _5ig363ftb8aq]Serving Drinks

	Task
	Rule

	Pouring/refilling
	From the right side of the guest

	Refilling multiple glasses
	Move clockwise around the table

	Carrying glasses
	By the base or lower body — never touch the rim

	Carrying wine glasses
	Hold only the stem, never the bowl

	Presenting wine
	Label facing the host/guest of honour before pouring

	Champagne/sparkling
	Pour slowly at an angle to reduce foam; top up rather than fully refilling each time


[bookmark: _7ndv6zm6arbt]General Etiquette Rules
· Never touch a guest, even accidentally — be mindful of personal space when placing or removing items.
· If you spill something on a guest, never attempt to wipe it off them — apologise, offer napkins, and get help from a manager.
· Avoid touching your face, hair, or body while serving; use a napkin or apron if you need to wipe your hands.
· Use open-hand service — serve with the hand nearest the side you're serving from (left hand for left side, right hand for right side). Never cross your arms in front of a guest.
· Never reach across a guest's plate or body to place or remove items
· Bring all courses for a table out together (starters together, mains together, etc.), unless a guest specifically requests otherwise
· Be discreet — avoid interrupting guest conversations when serving or clearing
· Carry small items (cutlery, condiments, extra glasses) on a tray rather than in your hands
· Position glasses and plates so any branding or logo faces the guest
· Serve hot food on warmed plates and cold food on chilled plates where possible
· Work quietly — avoid clanking cutlery, glasses, or plates
· Introduce yourself briefly if your restaurant's standard calls for it (e.g., "Good evening, my name is ___, I'll be looking after you tonight")
· Make eye contact and smile when greeting, while remaining culturally aware — in some cultures, prolonged eye contact may be perceived differently
[bookmark: _6ssnsocbf0pk]Table Maintenance Before Dessert
· Remove condiment sets (salt, pepper, sauces, oils) from the table before dessert is served.
· Crumb the table using a folded napkin or crumbing tool to remove crumbs and debris.
· Reposition or bring down dessert cutlery (spoon from the right, fork from the left) as needed
· Replace ashtrays promptly if smoking is permitted at your venue
· Offer to refresh water glasses and ask about coffee/tea or dessert wine before the dessert course arrives
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[bookmark: _ph9oqt686c7i]Additional Tips for International Staff

	Topic
	Guidance

	House rules override tradition
	Always follow your specific restaurant's protocol first — left/right service customs vary by country, and some modern restaurants don't follow them strictly at all

	Cultural sensitivity
	Be aware of gestures that may offend (e.g., pointing with utensils, using the left hand to serve in regions where this is considered impolite)

	Allergy and dietary awareness
	Always confirm allergy or dietary requirements with the kitchen before serving, and clearly inform guests if a dish contains common allergens (nuts, gluten, dairy, shellfish, etc.)

	Language barriers
	If unsure a guest has understood a dish description or special request, repeat it back to them simply and clearly

	Hygiene basics
	Wash your hands regularly, especially after handling money, clearing tables, or touching your face/hair. Use hand sanitiser between tasks where available

	Stay observant
	Watch for non-verbal cues — guests leaning back, pushing plates slightly forward, or putting cutlery down often signal they're finished, even without saying so

	When in doubt, ask
	It's always better to politely check ("May I clear this for you?") than to assume

	Currency and tipping norms
	Tipping customs vary widely by country — some regions expect 15–20%, others consider tipping unnecessary or even unusual. Know your local norm and your restaurant's policy on service charges

	Religious and cultural dining practices
	Be aware of halal, kosher, vegetarian, and fasting period considerations (e.g., Ramadan, Lent) that may affect the timing of service or menu choices

	Personal space norms
	Comfortable conversational distance varies by culture — avoid leaning in too close when speaking with guests

	Modes of address
	Some cultures prefer formal titles (Mr./Mrs./Dr.) over first names — default to formal unless guests indicate otherwise
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[bookmark: _hfjdy15rcm4t]Quick Reference: Common Service Mistakes to Avoid


	Mistake
	Why It Matters

	Clearing a plate before all guests at the table finish
	Makes remaining guests feel rushed or singled out

	Stacking plates at the table in fine dining
	Considered unrefined; always clear to a side station first

	Reaching across a guest
	Invades personal space and risks spills

	Touching the rim of a glass
	Hygiene concern for the next guest

	Assuming tipping/service norms are universal
	Can confuse or offend guests from different backgrounds

	Ignoring non-verbal cues
	May leave guests waiting unnecessarily for clearing or the next course
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