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Arm yourself with O
’s insider 

knowledge and get the best experience 

every time you eat out    
Words stefan Chomka

restaurants don’t want  you to know

things
10  



wine list 
trap

half of a restaurant’s 
revenue comes from drinks 
sales, so underestimate 

how much staff will encourage you to 
spend on plonk at your peril. the 
obvious ruse is to offer only wines that 
you won’t find down your local offy. 
this not only transfers more prestige 
to the list, but it also means customers 
can’t compare prices – a tactic which 
has enabled restaurants to routinely 
treble or quadruple wines’ wholesale 
prices. help is at hand, however, 
thanks to berry bros & rudd, which 
has launched an iphone app where 
you can see the shop price of more 
than 2,000 wines from (under) your 
table. restaurants have also grown 
wise to customers ordering wine two 
or three above the house, in order not 
to look cheap, and have ramped up 
these margins accordingly, so 
approach with caution. that said,  
a top-end restaurant’s house wine is 
normally good, so unless it’s a style 
you don’t like, it’s worth ordering.
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Menu manipulation 
if you’ve gone to a restaurant with a strict budget in mind, 

but come away with a bill twice the size, you’re either greedier than 
you think or you’ve fallen foul of clever menu manipulation.  
the menu is a restaurant’s main weapon in driving sales of profitable 
dishes. techniques to watch out for include putting the big ticket 
dishes in the top right-hand corner – where the eye is drawn first – and 
expensive dishes next to even more expensive ones, thus making 
them appear comparatively good value. and be wary of french terms, 
often used to make otherwise ordinary dishes and ingredients sounds 
more exotic and thereby justify a higher price tag. Crème anglaise 
usually means a light custard, a pithivier is a puff pastry pie and the 
opulent sounding boudin noir is just french for black pudding.
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Never before has a word been used with such delicious 
irony as ‘specials’ on a restaurant menu, but then ‘chef’s 
leftovers’ is unlikely to shift dishes in quite the same way. 
At some restaurants, specials can simply be a clever use 
of the previous day’s ingredients that the chef can’t afford 
to throw away. This isn’t necessarily a bad thing if the 
ingredients are still at their best or the chef has been 
creative. However, some businesses will use the specials 
board to charge a premium for day- or two-day old 
food. Dishes to avoid are fish-based or creamy soups 
because they are regular dumping grounds for scraps 
where flavours can be easily disguised, and fishcakes, 
particularly of the stronger tasting Thai variety. Be 
equally wary of hotpot, stew, chilli con carne, shepherd’s 
pie and other specials that contain multiple ingredients 
which can be easily thrown together. 

Chef’s leftovers
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Water equals cash

Every  

time 

you order  

tap water 

instead of a bottle of 

 still or sparkling, you’re  

robbing a restaurant of  

£1.50-£4 clear profit. What’s more  

galling for restaurants is that, unlike a few  

years back, when ordering tap water was tantamount  

to admitting you couldn’t really afford to eat, it is now the 

cool and conscientious thing to do. Restaurants’ latest 

attempt to make money out of tap water is to use filtration 

systems that enable them to charge a minimal price 

(50p-£2) for unlimited filtered water, giving them between 

40% and 80% gross profit a throw. 

It’s basically expensive tap water, but in areas where  

the water doesn’t taste that good it can actually  

be a good option.

As of September last year, restaurants can no 
longer use service charges to top up staff pay 
to the basic minimum wage. But this doesn’t 

necessarily mean your cash now goes to the deserving 
waiting staff – under the new rules, restaurants are not 
obliged to share out any service charge with staff and, 
should they choose, can simply use the cash to boost 
profits. For better control of where your money is going, 
ask staff to explain the restaurant’s tipping policy. If 
you’ve received excellent service but fear the 
management may not pass on the service charge, ask for 
it to be removed from the bill and leave the extra in cash 
because cash tips must legally be passed on to staff. 
Remember, the 10%-15% service charge is optional and 
you can decline to pay it. It’s also worth remembering 
that if you’re part of a large group that consumes a lot of 
wine, don’t be afraid to adjust the optional charge so you 
don’t end up paying up to 15% extra per bottle.

Every chef knows that women and desserts are  
a winning combination, which is why the dessert  
course tends to be a very feminine affair. Chocolate  

is the mainstay of any dessert menu, but most other dishes are 
described with women in mind, with words such as ‘warm’  
and ‘indulgent’ designed to appeal to a more female disposition. 
And, while waiting staff tend to be ambivalent about what the 
best starters or mains are, it’s highly likely they will gush about  
a particular dessert because they know that women respond 
better to recommendations than men and are the target dessert 
consumer. The final course is also often the only one that  
offers multiple options in one dish thanks to the ‘trio of  
desserts’ phenomenon, tapping into the stereotype that women 
can’t make up their minds. This all might sound a bit sexist,  
but restaurants know it works. 

women 
beware the 
pudding menu

Where tips really go
4

smAll is
beautiful

Believe it or not, the inexorable rise of tapas restaurants, 
whether Italian, Spanish or Indian, is not just because  
we Brits are becoming more adventurous in our eating 

habits. It’s also because restaurateurs know that small or sharing 
plates present a great way to raise a customer’s average spend.  
The trick here is all down to size and pricing: dishes are small 
enough to make you need more than one at prices reasonable 
enough to encourage multiple purchases, but with the net result 
that you spend more. The tapas trick really works when each  
dish varies in size (making it hard to gauge how much you will 
need), and serving portions come in uneven numbers so that 
couples are encouraged to buy two servings. To avoid this trap,  
take a good look around the restaurant as you walk in and make  
a mental note of the dishes people are eating. This will help  
you decide how much you really need to order.
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The cheese trolley is the stealth 
bomber of the restaurant world. 
For the majority of the meal it 

circles the dining room under the radar, 
occasionally emitting a tempting whiff as 
it glides past your table, and then, when 
your mains have been cleared and you’re 
contemplating dessert, it hits you. Waiters 
play up to the ‘sod it’ factor a diner 
displays when they’ve had some wine; 

The surprise attack  
of the cheese trolley

which is why they’ll never ask if you want 
cheese without bringing you face-to-face 
with the trolley in all its stinky glory in the 
hope you’ll either forget there’s an extra 
charge or get carried away in the moment. 
To avoid being sucked in, make a note of 
how much the cheese course is when the 
menu comes so you have all the facts to 
hand later on in the meal. Either that or 
hold your nose.
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The first thing waiting staff are 
taught (after how to lay a table), 
is the subliminal art of up-selling 

– or theatrics used to squeeze more out of 
the customer. This comes in different 
guises and is most effective when it strikes 
without warning. The main tactic is the 
power of suggestion – verbal and mental 
– such as directing you to the bar on entry 
for an aperitif. Waiters are trained to offer 
still or sparkling water, forcing the diner 
to have to ask for tap. They’ll offer to help 
you with the wine list too, possibly to 
encourage the sale of more profitable 
bottles. Yet dining pros are not offended 
by up-selling because some touches – if 
not too obvious – can heighten the meal 
experience as well as the bill. The trick is 
to turn down offers you don’t want with 
confidence and a smile.
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What’s your most co
mmon restaurant gripe?

Inattentive service  
35.8%

Over-priced food  
23.8%

Over-priced wine  
23.5%

Bad loos  

5%

Over attentive service  3.3%

snooty sommelier  
1.3%

None of the above 7.3%
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up-selling 

BEwaRE thE SEt MENu
  9

in the same way marketers know products priced at 99p 
sell better than those for a round pound, restaurants have 
learned that diners prefer one easy-to-grasp price when 

ordering food – hence the popularity of the set menu. these can 
offer excellent value for money, but a restaurant’s love for them 
isn’t based on altruism, it’s rather because they guarantee that  
a punter will spend £25-£30 on food for lunch when they might 
normally only have spent £15. restaurants also rely on the fact  
that many diners are too lazy to calculate whether a set menu 
genuinely offers good value; while £30 for three courses might 
seem a bargain, it roughly equates to £8 a starter, £6 a dessert and 
£16 a main, so the restaurant is hardly giving its food away. and be 
warned, dishes on set menus can differ from their à la carte 
equivalents in size and in the number of ingredients. 
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