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Chefs want to evaluate the talent pool 
before making their final choice of who 
to hire and mentor. Aspiring culinarians 
seek career-building jobs under the best 
chefs but don’t have the experience or 
connections to get them. The solution: 
schedule a “stage.”  
 

 
Originating from the French word stagiaire, meaning “trainee, apprentice, intern,” 
a stage occurs when a candidate works without pay for an employer for one or 
more shifts because (s)he seeks one or more of the following: “real world” 
experience, the hope of future employment, or exposure to specialized 
techniques. 
 
The candidate doing the stage can also be called a “stage.” 
 
We interviewed 20 successful chefs from a wide range of culinary fields – hotels, 
restaurants, elite cake studios, private clubs, and legendary bakeries – to gain real 
insight into culinary stages. Students and graduates will not work for free forever 
but our study shows the better your reputation and program, the more eager 
they will be to sacrifice compensation for experience. When a stage program is 
properly planned and executed, it benefits all parties, and the ripple effect leads 
to a more refined and knowledgeable talent pool.  

 

“A candidate who has staged during the interview 
process is looked upon more favorably. If I see a great 
attitude and common sense, that means I can teach 
them anything!” 

 
Rainer Zinngrebe, Corporate Chef 

The Ritz-Carlton Hotel Company 

 



BENEFITS TO THE EMPLOYER 
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The primary reason that more than 70% of the interviewed chefs maintain a 
robust stage program is to keep their talent pipeline full. “We use it as the first 
step for an intern or potential hire. I don’t see any other way than stages to 
actually see candidates in action,” said Amy Beck of Amy Beck Cake Design. 
Consistently scheduling stages – whether actively hiring or not – increases a 
business’s access to qualified and motivated talent when they need it. 
 
Consistently hosting stages and keeping your own private “A-list” of talent is a 
professionally proactive measure and a major contributor to your success. When 
an employee no-shows or terminates, you have a go-to treasure trove of 
motivated candidates. Your ability to select and hire within a few days instead of 
a few weeks saves time and money in many different ways: 

 
Your operation runs smoothly and your service 
product never suffers thus maintaining your customer 
retention rates. 
 
You limit the stress on the rest of your team, keeping 
morale and employee loyalty high. 
 
You limit the reactive interruptions to your own work 
rhythm because you don’t have to cram interviews 
around your already-busy schedule. 
 
You do not incur fees for postings, job boards, or 
referrals. 
 
You mitigate the risk to your business because you 
already know that your new hire is qualified and 
motivated to join your team. 

 
Creating systems for your stage program and delegating management over the 
stage to your key employees are great ways to evaluate your team’s ability to 
follow directions, transfer knowledge, relate to different personality types, and 
communicate organizational purpose. It will also help you identify the employees 
most likely to succeed when given more management authority: the leaders 
worthy of your valuable one-on-one mentoring.  And, arguably, the most 
tangible benefit of a stage program is the work product from the stage. 
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 “I assign some of our higher performing bakers to 

handle the stages, giving them a chance to teach and 
let the stage learn. It allows us to get a sense of what 
the stage wants and recommend them to bakeries that 
would better suit their needs if they are not a fit for 
ours.” 

 
Paula Haney, Chef-Owner 

Hoosier Mama Pie Company 

 

The tasks you assign to a stage should be low risk. SHS has worked closely 
with culinary students and graduates for the last five years and we have 
observed that many of these students are afraid they will make a costly 
mistake when entering a host’s kitchen for the first time. If a stage has no 
experience, then assign basic tasks and monitor them closely. Only when 
you have hosted a recurring stage and you have tested their skills, should 
you assign more intermediate tasks. As in any leadership situation, over-
delegating to an under-trained employee can result in a loss for everyone.  

 

EMPLOYER RISK VS. REWARD 

A successful program requires time and energy from you and your team to 
schedule and administer stages, so hosting a stage is not about “free labor.” 
Only 22% of the interviewed chefs even mentioned labor cost as a factor. This 
should not be your motivation. 
 
The tangible out-of-pocket cost of hosting a stage is negligible. Stages only 
require hydration and a plate during “family meal.” If you manage your stages 
well, you should have no additional expense. 
 
Your true investment is time. Since your stage will have limited professional 
culinary experience and zero experience in your kitchen on your equipment, 
you need to spend time explaining your methods and practices. You should 
also make the details of every task explicit to your stage.  
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CREATING YOUR STAGE PROGRAM 

Take the time to create a proprietary stage program for your business.  This will 
pay dividends in the long-run.  
 
Your stage program requires four basic elements: rules of engagement, 
standard operating procedures, evaluation objectives, and leadership 
development objectives.  

 
RULES OF ENGAGEMENT 

Establish boundaries on what a stage will and will not do 
(e.g., a stage can execute prep tasks and scale ingredients 
but cannot fully execute a batch recipe). 
 
Stages should be scheduled only certain days and certain 
hours.  You want to keep some days/times “work family” 
only. 
 
Create a reporting structure so your stage knows to 
whom (s)he reports, so there is minimal confusion and 
maximum efficiency. 
 
Your stage is your guest and should be treated 
accordingly. Establish protocols with your whole team so 
your stage is welcomed upon arrival and all of their 
anticipated needs are addressed. You will not hire every 
stage, but you want 100% of your stages to tell their 
friends that they loved their experience in your house.  
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STANDARD OPERATING PROCEDURES 

Create a standard itinerary just as you would for an important 
meeting with details for every step of the stage: pre-arrival, arrival, 
welcome, tour and introductions, workstation, task assignment, task 
follow-up, wind-down, debrief with stage, adjournment, send-off, 
and internal candidate debrief with leadership. 
 
 Provide specifics for each itinerary item.  For example, for “pre-
arrival”: 
 
• Create a name badge and put it in envelope on the kitchen bulletin 

board.  
 

• Post the stage info on kitchen bulletin board. 
 

• Post the stage info on Front of House bulletin board. 
 

• Ensure the host staff knows the details. 
 

• Ensure all Front of House and Back of House leaders are aware and 
go out of their way to introduce themselves to and care for your 
stage. 
 

• Create a game plan with the employee responsible for personally 
hosting the stage.  This discussion could include: 

 

 

 
 Discuss which specific tasks will be assigned 
 

 Ask your host to look for specific knowledge, skills, 
abilities, and other attributes (KSAO’s) 

 

 Establish a time for a post-stage debrief with your 
host 

  

• Appoint a second employee who has host experience as a back-up 
should your host miss work because of an emergency 

 
 

 

 

Write a list of do’s and don’ts and incorporate them into your culture 
and policies so you can appropriately coach employees that wander 
outside your ROE’s and SOP’s.  
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EVALUATION OBJECTIVES 
 
Take the time to consider what KSAO’s you are looking for in every stage. 
These are unique to your own business model and culture. Some chefs look for 
a stage to “put their head down and work” while others look for more relational 
interaction as a sign of a culture fit. You know your business. 
 
Below is a partial list of KSAO’s that may apply to a basic culinary stage; the 
candidate: 

Wears proper uniform and shoes 
 

Has the stamina to maintain high energy throughout the shift 
 

Demonstrates professional knife skills 
 

Accurately scales ingredients 
 

Maintains a clean and organized work station 
 

Creates orderly mise en place 
 

Demonstrates common courtesy and politeness 
 

Treats everyone with respect 
 

Works efficiently while also observing best-practices in safety 
and sanitation 
 

Demonstrates flexibility when asked to shift gears from one task 
to another  

 

“Culture and pride in where you 
work is important, and stages 
help give that experience.” 

 
Patrick Sheerin, Chef-owner 

Trenchermen 
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“I would not hire an entry-level chef 
who hadn’t staged. It shows very little 
interest in bettering yourself.” 
 

Greg Mosko, Pastry Chef 
North Pond Restaurant 

 

These KSAO’s will surface 
naturally, so you don’t need 
to over-contrive. In other 
words, a hectic kitchen or 
dining room will bring out a 
candidate’s abilities; you do 
not need to create “tests” to 
challenge the stage beyond 
the normal scope of work. 

LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT OBJECTIVES 

 
Tactically, start by picking your most senior leader to shadow you while you 
host several stages. Point out to them the techniques you use to evaluate 
candidates. When ready, delegate hosting responsibility to that person, and 
repeat the process with other key leaders until you have four or five leaders 
you have personally trained to host stages. After several weeks, you will have 
every shift covered plus back-up hosts. When you identify the two or three 
hosts who have a passion for training, then elevate and celebrate them as your 
main hosts.  

 

Strategically, you are delegating a 
vital responsibility to your leaders 
when you trust them with hosting a 
stage. You will gain true insight into 
their leadership capacity and 
management readiness. Think 
through your pre-arrival discussions 
and post-stage debriefs with your 
hosts. Determine how you will 
coach these key leaders to evaluate 
candidates so your team will be 
unified in talent acquisition strategy 
as you grow, and you will gain time 
to use in other areas of your 
business.  
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“It’s important for us to make the industry better 
when we leave than when we arrived.” 
 

Jory Downer, Chef-owner 
Bennison’s Bakery 

 

THE “TRIPLE WIN” FACTOR 

A fully-developed stage program can have a profound effect on your 
organization, and creates success for all parties: 

 
You gain an edge over your competition by keeping a 
steady stream of high-performance, culture-fitting 
talent in your business. 
 
You cultivate leaders within your ranks by mentoring 
your high-potential employees to evaluate, hire, and 
train while perpetuating your values, vision, and 
mission. 
 
Your stage fulfills his or her objective by learning 
more about their chosen field and career and sings 
your praises to their industry peers 

 

1. 

2. 

3. 

While only 50% of the interviewed chefs pursued stages when they 
themselves were students, 100% of the chefs who have a stage program 
plan to continue hosting stages. It was very evident throughout our 
research that the chefs are passionate about “paying it forward” to help the 
next generations of hospitality professionals. 

 



SHS practices THE CRAFT OF CURATING TALENT.  The Illinois-based 
agency provides expert talent-acquisition and organizational development 
consulting for small to medium-sized businesses nationwide. 
 
SHS’s mission is to transform excellence-driven companies that deliver a 
high degree of service in food and beverage verticals such as restaurants, 
hotels, manufacturers, and distributors.   
 
They empower leaders to achieve higher levels of success by solving cultural 
challenges such as recruiting exceptional talent; defining organizational 
purpose; improving employee retention, engagement, and performance; 
implementing impactful communication practices; and much more.   
 
SHS provides the strategic and tactical direction to develop a more aligned 
work environment, resulting in increased profitability and amplified 
innovation.  To find out more, visit www.shs.jobs.  
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