Sommelier/Wine Waiter (868(
What is the work like?

Sommeliers/wine waiters manage the wine service in licensed premises – mainly clubs, wine bars, cafes, restaurants, or hotels. Apart from wine, they may be experts in other alcoholic beverages, such as cocktails, aperitifs, beers, liqueurs and brandies, or in bottled waters, soft drinks and even cigars.

Their responsibilities could include:

· designing a wine list or cocktail menu

· selecting wines and beverages and ‘pairing’ them to the food menu

· attending tastings

· advising customers on the best choice of wine for their meal

· serving beverages at the correct temperature and in the correct manner

· achieving high standards of customer service

· preparing customers’ bills

· making sure other waiting staff understand the wine list

· managing the bar area

· ordering, controlling and rotating stock

· liaising with sales people and dealing with deliveries

· assist with other front of house tasks, such as operating tills and tidying up.

A commis or trainee could also be expected to:

· lay tables and prepare equipment for use (‘mise en place’)

· clean glassware and other equipment such as trolleys, decanters, ice buckets, coasters, and bottle holders

· do manual work in the cellar.

Sommeliers/wine waiters also liaise closely with restaurant staff, cellar staff, managers and chefs.

The starting salary for a commis sommelier/trainee wine waiter is around £13,000 a year.

Hours and environment

Hours in the food and wine business are usually irregular. Sommeliers normally work a shift system, including evenings, weekends and bank holidays. They may have to stay on after the establishment has closed and can work until the early hours of the morning. Part-time opportunities are rare.

Sommeliers/wine waiters spend most of their time front of house, working between customers’ tables and the bar area. The environment may be traditional or contemporary, depending on the type of establishment. It may be hot, crowded and noisy. The work can be physically tiring, as staff spend most of the time on their feet. High standards of health and hygiene are important.

The job might involve some travel in the UK and overseas in order to attend tastings. 

When serving customers, it is normal to wear a sommelier’s uniform, which may be provided by the employer.

Salary and other benefits

These figures are only a guide, as actual rates of pay may vary, depending on the employer and where people live.

· A junior wine waiter - or commis sommelier - may earn around £13,000 a year.

· An experienced sommelier can earn up to around £30,000.

· A head or chief sommelier can earn £45,000 a year or more.

Tips and additional bonus payments are common. Some positions include live-in accommodation and free meals may be available.

Skills and personal qualities

A sommelier/wine waiter should have:

· a passion for wine

· a good palate

· an ability to relate to people from all over the world

· a willingness to work as part of a team

· a thorough knowledge of world wines and other beverages

· an understanding of how the wine and spirits industry works

· honesty

· numerical skills

· good communication and selling skills

· stamina and the ability to stay on their feet for long periods

· a willingness to learn

· a strong commitment to customer service.

Interests

It helps to be interested in:

· dealing with people

· food as well as wine.

Getting in

This is a growing area of work and the number of female sommeliers in particular has gone up over the past few years. Sommeliers/wine waiters may find work in a variety of locations throughout the UK, from tourist areas to big cities. They may work for a large restaurant chain or a small, individual wine bar within a country hotel or in a private club. They can also find work around the world in luxury resorts, as well as on board ships. 

Jobs are advertised in trade magazines such as Caterer & Hotelkeeper, in Jobcentre Plus offices and on recruitment websites. Jobs may also be advertised in the local or national press and there are many recruitment agencies that deal with catering jobs.

Entry for young people

No academic qualifications are required to become a wine waiter. Most successful applicants have previous experience in a bar or restaurant and a developing knowledge of wine. Some employers ask for certificates in wine knowledge, most commonly those offered by the Wine and Spirit Education Trust (WSET). 

There are a number of privately run schools offering wine appreciation courses, mainly in the London area.

Hospitality apprenticeships may also be available.

Apprenticeships which may be available in England are Young Apprenticeships, Pre-Apprenticeships, Apprenticeships and Advanced Apprenticeships. To find out which one is most appropriate log onto www.apprenticeships.org.uk or contact your local Connexions Partnership.

It is important to bear in mind that pay rates for Apprenticeships do vary from area to area and between industry sectors.

There are different arrangements for Apprenticeships in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. For further information contact Careers Scotland www.careers-scotland.org.uk, Careers Wales www.careerswales.com; and for Northern Ireland contact COIU www.delni.gov.uk.

Entry for adults

There are good opportunities for adults, particularly if they have experience in the hospitality industry. 

Training

Training is often carried out on the job, with junior sommeliers learning the trade from more experienced staff.

Many sommeliers/wine waiters work towards WSET qualifications:

  Level 1 Foundation Certificate in Wines 
  Level 2 Intermediate Certificate in Wines and Spirits 

  Level 2 Professional Certificate in Spirits 

  Level 3 Advanced Certificate in Wines and Spirits 

  Level 4 Diploma in Wines and Spirits 

  Level 5 Honours Diploma

Entrants may also work towards NVQ/SVQs in Food and Drink Service, or a variety of other qualifications.

The BIIAB and the Institute of Hospitality also offer a range of qualifications for those working in hospitality, leisure and tourism services.

Getting on

Sommeliers/wine waiters can progress to higher managerial roles in hotels, bars and restaurants, become a wine taster or manager for a wine importer or manufacturer, or start their own business in the wine trade. 

There are increasing opportunities to specialise (eg as a water sommelier). 

Promotion prospects are improved through achieving advanced qualifications, such as those offered by the Court of Master Sommeliers or The Institute of Masters of Wine. 

Related jobs

Bar Person/Manager

Catering/Restaurant Manager

Cellar Technician

Conference and Banqueting Assistant/Manager

Publican

Waiter/Waitress

Wine Merchant

Wine Producer

Further information

BIIAB, Wessex House, 80 Park Street, Camberley, Surrey, GU14 8JZ. 01276 684449. Website: www.biiab.org 


Court of Master Sommeliers, 1 Seaway Close, Chelston, Torquay, Devon TQ2 6PY. Website: www.mastersommeliers.org 


Institute of Hospitality, Trinity Court, 34 West Street, Sutton, Surrey SM1 1SH. 020 8661 4900. Website: www.instituteofhospitality.org
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The Institute of Masters of Wine, Mapfre House, 2/3 Philpot Lane, London EC3M 8AN. 020 7621 2830. Website: www.masters-of-wine.org


People 1st, Second Floor, Armstrong House, 38 Market Square, Uxbridge UB8 1LH. 0870 060 2550. Website: www.people1st.co.uk

Springboard UK Limited, 3 Denmark Street, London WC2H 8LP. 020 7497 8654. Website: www.springboarduk.org.uk

Wine & Spirit Education Trust, International Wine & Spirit Centre, 39-45 Bermondsey Street, London SE1 3XF. 020 7089 3800. Website: www.wset.co.uk 

Further reading

Careers and Jobs in Hospitality and Catering - Kogan Page

Careerscope (Hospitality and Leisure) - Springboard UK

Hospitality Yearbook – Institute of Hospitality

TARGET Hospitality, Leisure & Tourism - GTI
Working in catering & hospitality – Connexions

www.agencycentral.co.uk 

www.caterersearch.com

www.caterer.com

www.jobsinhotels.co.uk

www.sommelierjobs.com

Magazines/journals:

Caterer and Hotelkeeper

Hospitality

Decanter Magazine (www.decanter.com)

Harpers Wine and Spirit Weekly (www.harpers.co.uk)

(Some may be priced)

Alternate titles

Wine Steward

Chef de vin

