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Introduction
This reflective portfolio is designed to track my learning and development during my placement at The Secret Beach Bar and Kitchen. Using Kolb’s reflective model to review and analyse my firsthand experiences during this placement. Kolb’s reflective learning model consists of four elements, concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualisation, and active experimentation (Morris, 2020). This method is designed to be a continuous cycle where the participant has their experience, reflects and learns from it before choosing how they can approach those experiences differently in the future. My placement in the Secret Beach bar and Kitchen has helped me to develop my skills and knowledge when considering first impressions with customers, wine knowledge and communication skills. This placement has given me the important chance to reflect and understand why these elements of knowledge are important for my future within the hospitality industry and how I can use these skills to continue learning and reach my career goals and aspirations.
First Impressions
During my time in The Secret this semester I have been developing my first impressions skills and knowledge, considering how important it is to make a good impression on the customers I am serving. There is a commonly known theory that first impressions are made within seven seconds of meeting somebody new. However, it is widely debated as to whether this is true or not. Willis and Todorov (2006) conducted a study that showed the same photos to different groups of people for different time frames, it was then concluded that one-tenth of a second was enough for the participants to make confident decisions about first impressions.
No matter the timeframe, it is vital that as a hospitality worker I make a good first impression on the guests I am serving. Serlin (2016) states that increasing the chance of making a good first impression relies on positive body language such as having your arms uncrossed and smiling whilst maintaining eye contact. Gibbons (2018) highlights that good first impressions can heavily rely on how you present yourself, wearing clean and tidy clothing can improve people's initial view on you.
Personal experience during placement has led me to agree that seven seconds is an ample amount of time to make a judgment on strangers. During my time in The Secret, I was faced with many customers each day, many of which were faced with polite and professional greetings. These guests always returned the politeness they received, and it became obvious that they were immediately more open and engaged during further interactions. It is vital to create a good first impression as this can often set a positive tone for all future interactions (Hwang et al., 2024). By beginning a customer interaction in a polite manner, you are fostering a positive relationship which will encourage customers to return to the restaurant in the future (Fishbowl, 2024). 
In comparison, customers that were greeted in a more rushed manner during peak business hours showed themselves to be more reserved and had a lower customer satisfaction rate (Abend, De-Juan-Vigaray and Nuszbaum, 2023). Reviewing these different scenarios using Kolb’s learning model it is obvious that the correct course of action to improve customer satisfaction is to continue to apply the appropriate politeness and ensure customers have a good first impression of myself. 
Wine knowledge
Over this past semester, I completed a Level 2 WSET qualification which allowed me to build on my existing wine knowledge and then use these skills within The Secret. WSET (2026) highlights that they focus the content of their courses on information that is relevant within the industry to create a qualification that is industry relevant. Being able to use this knowledge during my placement allowed me to successfully answer customers questions when they asked me to recommend which wines would pair best their meals. Famularo, Bruwer and Li (2010) note that improving your wine knowledge allows you to make better informed decisions on purchasing and recommending wine. 
[bookmark: _Int_bPSsNWhO]Since improving my knowledge, I have been able to improve my communication skills when speaking with customers. My confidence has greatly improved, and I now have the ability to explain the reason behind my recommendations to the customers in a clearer and more concise way. Research by Douglas (2016) showed that 52% of wine drinkers in the UK will stick to drinking the same style of wine. By increasing my wine knowledge, I have been able to explain to the customers why they might enjoy trying a new style to go along with their meal.
For example, a customer asked me which wine I would suggest they have to go with their meal, a Caesar salad with grilled chicken. Knowing the wine options The Secret has to offer, I suggested that the Sauvignon Blanc would pair well with this dish. This is due to the higher acidity levels in the wine which cuts through the creaminess of the Caesar dressing (Bennet, 2026). Being able to explain why the pairing goes well heped convince the customer that I was making a good suggestion and they chose to listen to my advice and chose to order a glass of the Sauvignon Blanc. 
The Secret currently has a very strong wine list, full of wines carefully selected by the bar manager. If I were to suggest any changes be made to the wine list, I would carefully consider which wines were selling the least, this would determine that they are not favoured by the customers and could perhaps be replaced with newer wines. It would be worth looking into which wines are currently trending within the target age groups that The Secret caters too, this would help identify which new wines would be most beneficial to stock (Sommeliers Choice Awards, 2025).
Customer Experience Skills
Over the course of my placement, I have had plenty of practice communicating with the customers. I have worked in different areas of the business, in the restaurant, the drinks kiosk and the ice cream in they have opened for the end of spring and beginning of summer. This means I have been able to further develop my communication skills over the course of the semester. Lee (2011) highlights the importance of customer communication, stating that effective communication helps to build trust between the server and guest. 
To develop my communication skills, I have taken the time to learn more about The Secret’s menu offering, so I can answer customer questions and complaints more effectively without needing to involve other members of staff. MMP (2024) states that an extensive knowledge of the menu allows staff the confidence required to answer all customer queries. This then increases the level of service I can provide for the customers and improve their overall satisfaction with their experience (Patterson, 2016). 
Whilst I have made improvements to my overall communication skills, I still have areas that I can continue to develop. For example, during the busier periods of time I find myself lacking the proper etiquette for communicating with customers when I am under more stress than I otherwise would be. This inconsistency can lead to mistakes which in turn slow down service and leave the customers feeling unsatisfied with their dining experience (99 Percent Lifestyle, 2023). These mistakes highlight the importance of continuing to develop my communication skills, this will not only benefit me but also affect the business that I am working for. 
Reflections 
My placement has helped me to expand my knowledge of the industry in many ways. This semester has taught me why it is important to continue developing my customer service skills and how I can continue to apply them to future placement positions and jobs. CPD (2016) highlight that individuals must continue to develop their professional skills and ensure they stay up to date with the evolving industries. During my placement I faced scenarios that saw me begin my shifts inside of the restaurant before being moved to either their drink or ice cream kiosks. These situations taught me why hospitality staff have to not only be flexible but also understand different elements of the job (Lee et al., 2025). When working inside of the restaurant I was working as a runner, this position saw me taking the food from the kitchen and the drinks from the bar to the customers tables. However, when I was moved to an outdoor kiosk my job role changed, I oversaw greeting the customers and taking their orders. 
This saw me have more one on one interactions with the guests which is where I made the most improvements on my first impressions and some improvement on communication. When working outside I had the opportunity to use The Secret’s POS systems to take all orders. The use of these machines helped to further develop my communication skills as they prompted me to ask the customers questions (Mentor, 2025). For example, when taking coffee orders, I was responsible for asking if they had a milk preference and whether this was due to customer allergies. I then had to ensure I correctly conveyed this information to my colleague who was working on the barista machine to make these drinks. Whilst I have always understood the importance of learning this information, working in The Secret has given me first-hand experience having to ask the customers this information. All of my previous roles within the hospitality industry have seen other staff members responsible for learning this information and passing it on to myself. 
LEADING TO THE FUTURE
My aspiration for my future career is to be a mixologist, working in a cocktail bar and whilst this placement has not seen me working directly on the bar it has helped me work in a fast-paced environment and under pressure. The knowledge I have learned from working in The Secret has helped me to develop my skills when working under pressure and needing to problem solve in these conditions. Environments such as these help to encourage teamwork and ensuring that you are capable of delivery a high level of customer service (Martina and Suresh Kumar, 2025). 
Whilst I have developed my ability to work under such pressure I can and will continue to improve this key skill as it is a vital aspect of working within the hospitality industry (Hospitality Jobs UK, 2024). My flexibility and adaptability have also improved over the past semester as I have had to move into working in different sections of the business mid shift, whilst also then being trained for these new job roles. These skills will be crucial if I want to succeed in any aspect of the hospitality industry in my future career. 
Despite developing my current customer service skills during my placement in The Secret Beach Bar and Kitchen, I still have hopes of further developing this skill set in both future placements and job opportunities. Strengthening my skills over the past semester will allow me to continue to grow and develop which will in turn continue to open doors to future career opportunities (UCEN Manchester, 2024). 
CONCLUSION
This reflective portfolio has given me the opportunity to reflect on my experiences over this past semester of placement and consider how these learning opportunities will be beneficial to my future as an individual working within the hospitality industry. The Secret has taught me a great deal about working in different aspects of the hospitality sector, these skills can be developed and applied in all future working opportunities I am faced with. My future career will greatly benefit from all I have learned over the past semester, and I will have the opportunity to continue both my personal and professional development whilst using my current knowledge as a strong foundation to build upon.
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