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Introduction

This is a reflective portfolio on the importance of good customer service and how it impacts the customer experience. Wine knowledge and how having the expertise helps, how first impressions and effective customer communication skills make a difference.
The goal is to have customers coming through the door and expecting them to return.
Kolb’s reflective model is used for “experimental learning”. We have our own experience, then it is reviewed and analysed, then evaluated. The process starts again with new experiences, (Brown, 2022).


First Impressions

A customers first impression is one that has a lasting effect and the customer’s experience depends on it. (Himmel, B. 2023).
It is said that seven seconds is needed to make a first impression and it’s not a lot of time to charm your potential customers, (Gibbons, 2024).
Psychologists, Janine Willis and Alexander Todorov at the Princeton university believe that just a tenth of a second is enough for us to start judging people, and to get judged. (Brown and ginger 2024). Studies have shown that restaurants that do not provide good service seem to suffer in business and close more often. These businesses do not understand the importance of the first impression, (Amelia, M, Garg, A 2016).
At Bilash, we greet the customers at the door with a smile. Looking well dressed and appropriate is important before the actual judgment on words and actions take place. Being courteous and attentive when a customer walks in leaves a lasting impression on the customer and it makes the difference between wanting to come back or picking a different restaurant the next time. “You never get a second chance to make a good first impression” a quote by Oscar Wilde and Will Rogers. Mary Shelley, who is an author, said that “The beginning is always today”, and Ralph Blum who is a writer believes that “Nothing is predestined.  The obstacles of your past can become the gateways that lead to new beginning.” (Smith, C accessed 18.05.24).



Wine Knowledge 

Wine is an alcoholic drink made from freshly picked grapes. At the winery, cultivated yeast is added and that would start the fermentation. The cultivated yeast consumes the sugar and converts it into alcohol and carbon dioxide. If the carbon dioxide is trapped, then it becomes a sparkling wine. If the carbon dioxide is taken out, then it will be still. There are many factors to why wine taste different and that could be because of climate, grape variation, weather, ageing the wine, etc.
Cool climate wines tend to be low in alcohol and low bodied and high in acidity. Warmer climates make it richer and fuller bodied. It is higher in alcohol and lower in acidity, (Virgin wines 2024). Wines kept in oak barrels taste like vanilla and cedar and they are smooth in texture, (Moore, R 2022).
There are red and white wines. The Sauvignon Blanc, Chardonnay and Pinot Grigio are examples of white grapes. Cabernet Sauvignon, merlot, Shiraz, Pinot Noir and Malbec are made from red grapes, (Virgin wines 2024).
There are many varieties of wines and there are non-alcoholic ones too. 
Different wines pair nicely with certain food and meals. At tasting events, people could believe differently to one another about the perfect wine and meal pairing, (Kurtz, 2018).
The notes and flavours of the wine determine which wines is best paired up with which type of food. There is a general rule on the sweetness of the wine, the sweet wines are paired with sweet dishes such as desserts. A dry wine or a savoury wine goes well with savoury or rich dishes. Tart wines go well with sweet or food containing fat. There are various wine weights such as, light, medium and full-bodied. Light bodied ones are refreshing to drink, however full-bodied wines are much richer in texture, (Ecoleducasse accessed 18.05.24).
Wine tasting events are becoming a growing trend over the recent years,
(Finding wine 21.03.24), they are great fun and a way to learn more. It allows the interaction and highlighting of the company's expertise with customers about the history and background and being able to recommend certain ones with certain dishes, (SEO, 2024).
I had an experience when I was quite new to Bilash. A customer ordered a coke with two shots of Vodka. I prepared it then served it along with the rest of the drinks on that table. A moment later the person I served the drink to, called me and said that there was not enough vodka in it. We were told not to challenge customers if they complained and to get a new one, so I took it and made the exact same again. This time they did not complain. Later, the manager told me the same customer did this once before. I realised he did it on purpose as I was 100% that I added the two shots. I felt quite annoyed as I then knew he took advantage as I was a new member of staff then and possibly intimidate me in believing I made a mistake. I decided, if I got another complain like this again then instead of pouring the drink out, I would probably add another shot to it than waste it all and make another one, as it would affect the profit. I would ask the manager to take the drink the next time to avoid this.
[bookmark: _Int_VlTfGaS0]Once I opened a new bottle of Coke and served a glass but got it returned saying it was flat. I used the same bottle of Coke to give a new glass to the guest. This time they did not complain. I do not think I could have done anything different as we must always assume that what they say is true. But it left me thinking if they did it on purpose to get a new glass topped to the top. 
At Bilash, they have a good list of red and white wines by the glass or by the bottle, from different bodied to a variety of wines and other alcoholic drinks.
I would suggest to the manager to add some mocktail to the drink's menu. Some customers are cutting down on alcohol or prefer non-alcoholic drinks, and some do not drink at all. Mocktails are becoming popular with the beautiful bright combination of colours presented in different shaped glasses with garnishes. It is aesthetically pleasing.
I believe mocktails will sell well as generation Z are drinking less alcohol than previous generations, (Mintel.com 2024). Many customers that order non-alcoholic drinks would order this for a change from the limited non-alcoholic beverages. We have customers who ask for the Mocktails menu, which we do not have. Some do not have any alcohol at all and would like to see a variety of drinks, (Tanmoy, 2022). There are refreshing carbonated and still lemonades, and mint combination to tangy flavours of ginger and berries. There are fruit smoothies to yoghurt based lassi’s and creamy pina colada, (Kiely, 2024).
On one occasion, a customer asked if we have a mocktail menu. I told them, we did not, and they seemed to be struggling to decide what they wanted instead. As it was a quiet night, I suggested if they wanted me to make a mango lassi or a pina colada that I make for myself at home. They appreciated the offer, and I made one of each for the couple and they were impressed as was the manager. He said he would add these drinks to the drinks menu when new menus were due to be printed.


Customer Communication Skills 

Communication with customer is a very important part of customer service whether it's over the phone or face to face. This would create a positive customer experience, (Chechi, 2023).
In the hospitality industry where customer interaction is on a daily continuous basis, it is vital to keep the effective communication going. There will be people from all walks of life and with different needs and preferences, including those with different and special dietary requirements which need to be communicated with mutual understanding.
(Petty, 2024)
In a restaurant business, even after a lengthy process of shrewd hiring and despite all the training given, if the effective communication is not there then despite all the hard work and the clear objective, the goal will be difficult to reach, (Voxer.com 2019).
I was at work on a night when a waiter took an order of 2 king prawn bhuna puri starters but wrote them on the main part of the bill instead the top of the page where the starters go. Under the two starter dishes he continued to keep writing the rest of the order. When the kitchen staff received the order, they made the two king prawn dishes as mains. The customer complained they were over charged. We realised that the chef prepared the dishes according to where it was written on the order pad as no mention of starter was on there. This misunderstanding happened due to the lack of the waiter’s knowledge of the dishes. He did not know that the same could be ordered as a main. The two mains were charged for the price of the starters which meant a loss was made. It is important for staff to familiarise themselves with the menu to prevent mistakes.

 Reflections How has your experience changed 

I would usually concentrate on customer service as being part of the job role but never deeply thought about the lasting impact that it would have on customers such as does the first impression. I would not usually think about anything past the first meeting elsewhere but in the hospitality industry I have come to learn that customer service is probably the biggest part that brings the customers back to the place. Great food, cleanliness and presentation all are an important part but if the customer service is not effective then it puts customers off from returning. Just one bad experience can have a detrimental effect on the business. The customers experiencing a bad experience would not return and can damage word of mouth reputation and leave bad reviews that would stay and influence future potential customers. Just as little as a few bad reviews can deter customers from visiting the business, (Wai.UK 2022).
With experience I have learned the process of taking orders faster by writing it all in the right order and so it does not confuse the kitchen staff. Starters are taken first then after a line the mains are written. If the line partition is not there then these dishes can get confused between a starter and main. Through mistakes of my own and of others I have learned things.
I have learned a lot about beverages and the dishes so I can look at many dishes and know what they are rather than asking repeatedly and frustrating the chefs.  


Leading to the Future

My plan in the future is to open an Indian restaurant business or cafe. All the experience that I am gaining through the International Gastronomy studies along with the work experience placement is giving me the chance to learn through experience. I visit many different cafes and restaurants in my own time to see how they do things differently. Through seeing how conflicts are resolved within staffing or with customers gives me the confidence to want to take on the responsibility and give it a go.


Conclusion

Through working in the hospitality industry, I have learned that customer service is one of the most importance things in running a business. Having the expertise in each department is important in the restaurant but having effective communication between all these departments is key to a successful business. A business runs smoothly if the staff work together as a team. 
I have shadowed the manager and seen how he deals with staff and customers. If customers complain then we would see to it, so they leave happy. Our policy is that if the customer is unhappy, we will exchange it and make a new fresh one. I was personally shocked when a glass of Coke from a new bottle I opened and poured from came back with customer complaining it was flat, and I had to get a new one just to keep the customer happy. Over time I realised these issues happen rarely but the way it’s dealt would make the difference between losing customers altogether and having loyal returning regular customers which is the goal. Through these regular customers, we have more new customers coming and the business thriving.
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