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“ Hiring from within to fill midlevel
management positions has many
advantages over bringing in new
people.
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Moving Up:Turning a Line
Cook Into a Sous-Chef

by Joe Abuso

Developing your current staff is one of the

most important and smartest things that you,

or any restaurateur, can do. Finding good

people is hard enough to begin with, and

keeping them around can sometimes be even

harder.

One of the easiest ways to attract the kind of

workers you need is to be able to promise that the

position you're offering them is not a stagnant,

dead-end proposition. One way to keep them on

your team is to make good on that promise. The

best personnel want to progress through their

careers by being given the opportunity to learn,

grow and take on more and varied responsibilities.

Hiring from within to fill midlevel management

positions has many advantages over bringing in

new people: You already know that they are

reliable and get along with the rest of the crew;

they understand the company culture, product and expectations; it's good for overall morale to see

that hard work is rewarded; and lower training and administrative costs are some of the biggest.

Of course, if you haven't been successfully grooming your entry-level workers for bigger and better

things, you won't have the option to promote a current employee rather than placing a want ad,

culling résumés and being (not always pleasantly) surprised at who walks through the door for an

interview.

The position of sous-chef or assistant kitchen manager

is one of the most important and common slots for a

restaurateur to have to fill. Let's look at the kind of skills

you should be developing in your cooks so that, when a

sous-chef position opens, you'll already have someone

who will be ready, willing and able to fill it.
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The position of sous-chef is very much like the position of executive chef. "Sous" means "under" in

French so, literally, the sous-chef is just below the chef in the pecking order of a kitchen. (In larger,

more complicated situations, there may be an "executive sous-chef" working below the chef and

over a number of other sous-chefs.) In any case, a sous-chef will be assuming some of the duties of

the chef when the chef is not in the kitchen and, at the very least, ensuring that the chef's wishes

are being carried out in part by doing them himself and, very importantly, by instructing and

supervising the cooks and other kitchen workers.

Depending on the particular establishment, an executive chef's duties can range from being very

demanding, important and varied, to being incredibly demanding, important and varied. Before we

look at just how we might develop these abilities in our cooks, let's identify just what skills are

required.

One way to pinpoint just what it is that a chef does is to break down his activities into three main

categories of responsibilities: culinary, purchasing and teaching/managing. This entails way too much

work for any one person to ever accomplish alone, and no reasonable person would ever expect any

chef, no matter how spectacular, to do it without help. That's where the rest of the kitchen crew

comes in: the stewards, prep cooks, line cooks and sous-chefs.

The sous-chef can be thought of as the chef's lieutenant, understanding just what needs to get

done and seeing to it that the rest of the staff correctly play their part in its execution. The more

members of the team that see as big a picture as they are able to, the better it is for everyone

involved. The chef and sous-chefs should always be open to any opportunity to get each worker, no

matter their current job title, involved with duties other than their core responsibilities. Even a small

step toward more knowledge, skill and responsibility is a step in the right direction. If we can help a

line cook develop, in time, into a sous-chef, that's an accomplishment we should all be proud of. If

we can help a steward to become a prep cook, that's good, too. Let's look at the three categories

of skills we'll want to work on in gradually training our cooks to move up the ladder to sous-chef.

Culinary Matters

The most essential skillset for a cook or chef of any rank is their culinary abilities. No matter how

competent a sous-chef might be in other aspects of the job, if he or she can't cook, he won't (and

shouldn't) have the respect of the cooks. Every culinary skill a sous-chef will need to succeed is

represented in the cooks they will be supervising. The big difference is that the sous-chef needs to

be accomplished with every skill in use in the kitchen, not just those on any one station. Let's look

at what those skills are.

Organization is a key to every part of every kitchen. Instill this in your cooks from their first day on

the job. A cook's station should look neat, intelligently arranged and purposeful. Inefficiency and a
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trail of devastation and confusion are unacceptable. Help cooks learn to be efficient

with their time and efforts. If you notice them taking eight trips to the walk-in when

two should do, tell them.

If their prep "plan" leaves them only 10 minutes to bake 40 potatoes, realize that

they need help in constructing a plan that will actually work. Take the time to teach

them, and don't forget to keep an eye on them going forward to make sure that

they get it. If a cook is consistently not ready for service, even if you don't notice

any problems during their prep, something is wrong somewhere. (Be open to the

possibility that the issue is that you've given them too much to do.)

A basic task of every cook is to serve the right portion size of each item. A basic

task of every sous-chef is to check that they do so. Stress to your cooks the

importance of taking this seriously. A sous-chef really needs to understand how

even just one extra ounce of meat on a plate adds up in costs over the course of a

month or year. If they've been hearing it since they were cooks, it will mean more

to them. Also, stack the deck in your favor on this issue by being sure your cooks

have whatever ladles, scoops, spoons or scales they need to easily do the right

thing, and then don't get lazy in your reinforcement.

Attention to detail and consistency are crucial skills for every successful cook, and

even more so for a sous-chef. (It's more important for the sous-chef simply

because if a cook makes a mistake, it's the sous-chef's job to spot it. If the sous-

chef misses something, the next person in line is usually the customer.) It's very

important to develop these skills in each one of your cooks. These attributes come

more naturally to some than for others, but clear benchmarks and consistent

reinforcement from management are vital.

The other side of the detail/consistency coin is speed. Most cooks could create

beautiful and consistent results if they only had to produce 10 plates per shift. On

the other hand, no one could produce anything even recognizable if they suddenly

had to make six times the amount of plates as usual in the same time. Balance is

key. As a manager, take into consideration quality, consistency, payroll costs and

workers' abilities, and lay down reasonable expectations that will satisfy all aspects

of the equation.

Knife skills are some of the most basic in a kitchen and range from things just about

anyone can do with almost no training, to beautiful work that takes years of effort

and practice. Stewards can start the journey by being asked to do things like rough

chop onions, carrots and celery for stock. Just be sure to give them basic
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instructions on how to hold a knife and secure a cutting board (as well as setting up their station)

before letting them loose with cases of produce. Cooks will be encouraged to up the ante if you

include julienne vegetables in your salads and garnishes like brunoise peppers on your plates. Before

a sous-chef can show them how, they have to know how to do it themselves, and the time for them

to start learning is when they're cooks.

Depending on the operation, butchering skills -- both fish and meat -- may be important for your

sous-chefs to possess. While you'll probably want only one or two trained and experienced people to

handle the bulk of this work, having several people who are familiar enough with the process to fill in

when needed is a good idea. In many cases this will be a sous-chef. The longer they've been doing

this type or work, the better they'll be at it. Training your most promising cooks at this makes a lot

of sense. Cleaning tenderloins and portioning salmon sides can be great ways to ease someone into

these responsibilities. Considering the expense and importance of the products, it's also an

opportune time to stress consistency and accuracy.

A total mastery of every cooking technique used in your kitchen is absolutely mandatory for your

sous-chefs. Great grill marks, golden-brown searing, delicate poaching, perfect roasting, classic

sautéing and crispy, golden frying should be second nature to anyone in charge of a kitchen. Each

cook needs to be the master of the techniques on his or her station. They'll probably become

masters under the tutelage of the chef and sous-chefs, who must be a master of all the techniques.

Move your most promising cooks around the line so that they will gradually become masters of the

application of heat, no matter what is required.

While basic organization, attention to detail, speed, knife skills and the application of heat can be

taught to most people who are willing to learn, the art of seasoning is a little more elusive. Some

people are naturals, and some, not so much. Keep your eyes open for cooks in both categories.

Working with your cooks to teach them just how much salt, pepper, balsamic, sugar or whatever

your seasoning arsenal consists of is always time well spent. Be honest with yourself about their

ability in this sphere of subjective knowledge. Before you promote someone to be a manager in your

kitchen, be sure that their tastes are similar to your own or that, at least, they are open to

consistently seasoning things your way.

Last but not least, a sous-chef is largely responsible for overseeing the sanitation practices in the

kitchen. The best way to ensure that this is second nature to them is to always encourage proper

sanitation habits throughout your kitchen, with every worker.

Purchasing

The entire job of "purchasing" entails a lot. Writing orders, placing them, communicating with various

vendors, receiving, storing and keeping inventories takes a lot of time, effort and attention to detail.
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The chef is ultimately responsible for the successful completion of all of these

activities. But it's more work than any one person can do, so much of it will have to

be delegated, often being supervised by a sous-chef. It's up to the chef to decide

just what part of this work he'll want to do himself. He or she might very well want

to write the actual orders and talk with vendors about terms, pricing, substitutes,

etc. Other parts of the process are tailor-made to be given to others in the kitchen

to accomplish.

By the time an employee is ready to take on the position of sous-chef, he or she

should be familiar with all the parts of the purchasing process that the chef wants

to delegate. This will be easy if the cooks have been trained to properly receive

orders, store them and keep inventories. Attention to detail and doing a thorough

job is important; the training and supervision of these tasks should be taken

seriously. Sloppy work in this area will adversely affect quality and costs as much as

any other.

Take the time to train your cooks to intelligently scrutinize deliveries of seafood,

meats, produce and dry goods. Have them consistently check for quality, quantity

and accuracy. Proper storage is important, too. Seafood should be iced in many

cases, meat and produce stored at proper temperatures, stock rotated and all items

stored in the right place in a way that will be easy to inventory. A good way to

ensure the last step is to have the same people who store the products at least

occasionally do the inventory.

If you are proficient in training your cooks to correctly handle much of this work, by

the time they become sous-chefs they'll be able to supervise these tasks while

moving on to learning other related jobs such as writing and placing orders.

Teaching and Managing

The single biggest difference between a cook and a sous-chef is this: A cook simply

needs to produce a certain amount of work; a sous-chef must also direct, supervise

and teach others. Some people are naturals at this, some are not, but all can

improve. The question that you must answer is, can a certain individual become a

good manager?

The first part of this equation is to ascertain if the possible candidate possesses the

nuts-and-bolts skills of a superior cook. Are they organized, can they consistently

build an attractive plate with the correct portions, do they have great attention to

detail, are they fast, can they handle a knife, can they correctly apply heat in all
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situations, season to your liking and work clean? Have they been given the opportunity to learn

ancillary skills such as purchasing and possibly scheduling? If not, help them get up to speed on

these points before considering a promotion. Of course, it should be a given that they are reliable

and work well with others.

Turning Cooks Into Leaders

Finally, there's the all-important question of leadership. It should be clearly explained to a new

manager that their main job really has only two components:

1. Fully understand just what needs to be done.

2. Give each worker everything they need to successfully play their role.

They are not "The Boss." They are there to help and support the kitchen staff in their efforts to do a

great job. They are to accomplish this by offering direction, constructive feedback, encouragement,

instruction, correction, reinforcement, product and equipment.

Just like with all the other skills a good sous-chef needs, the best time for them to learn this part of

the job is while they're cooks, and the best people to teach them are good chefs and sous-chefs,

leading by example.
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