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[bookmark: _Toc191586339]Introduction
My passion for gastronomy is deeply rooted in my cultural background as a Sudanese Muslim woman and my desire to create meaningful experiences through food. This reflective portfolio explores my journey as a volunteer cook and host at FoodCycle, a charity that transforms surplus food into nutritious three-course meals for diverse and often vulnerable members of the community. Through this experience, I have gained valuable skills in customer service, communication, self-management, and leadership, all of which are crucial for my future career in the gastronomy industry.
By reflecting on my experiences using Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualization, and active experimentation I aim to showcase my personal growth and how my volunteer work has shaped my professional aspirations (Kolb, 1984). This portfolio will cover key areas such as first impressions, wine knowledge, customer communication skills, safeguarding and signposting, hosting events in a confined space, and my ability to create meals from scratch with limited ingredients.
[bookmark: _Toc191586340]Element 1 – First Impression
The first impression is to leave a client with impressions that set the stage for their entire experience and will ultimately affect whether they feel satisfied or loyal towards the business. The saying ‘It takes 7 seconds to make a first impression’ aligns with the findings of Serenity (2018) which state that we make quick judgments of others based on face structure, clothing, and body movements. During my placement, I noticed that customers who were met at the door tended to have greater customer satisfaction (Themba et al., 2019), which highlights the importance of positive first impressions and how that too can relate to service quality perceived by guests.
However, the 7-second rule is not hard and fast. Subaebasni et al., (2019) contend that early impressions are less definitive than they might appear, refining through repeated encounters. Customer who is initially annoyed at the wait time might revise their impression if staff take the time to acknowledge the delay in an empathetic way, for instance. My experience supports this: a guest who was initially displeased by a reservation error later complimented the team’s efforts to resolve the situation, suggesting that first impressions are fluid. 
To lessen risks, I practiced mirroring positive body language and rehearsing the opening lines,  in line with Wang and Lee (2020) “seek first to understand.” Observations by supervisors mentioned my sections having higher rates of customer retention indicating some benefit from evidence practices during first contact.

[bookmark: _Toc191586341]Element 2 – Wine Knowledge
Structured learning and real-world experience underpinning wine expertise. I took workshops on viticulture and resources like The World Atlas of Wine by Crane (2019) to learn more about the grapes of the region. 
I learned to communicate not in technical jargon, but in relatable storytelling. According to my method, I did not write anything complicated but wrote things that made people understand the whole aspect. This led to an upsell increase, according to colleagues, which aligned with narrative-based selling practices as noted by Júnior et al., (2023).
But the current wine list has a hole where seasonal diversity should be. Although it has hearty reds, lighter summer choices like Grüner Veltliner are missing. According to Klemt (2023), dynamic menus incorporate this sort of changing lust. To address this, I pitched a quarterly review process to the manager, bolstered by customer feedback data showing an increased interest in “summer-friendly wines.” Applying academic frameworks like Kotler et al., (2015) marketing mix with practical metrics ensured my recommendations were both evidence-based and actionable.

[bookmark: _Toc191586342]Element 3 – Customer Communication Skills
Active Listening and Empathy in Tourism in the SERVQUAL model (Maghsoodi et al., 2019). At my placement, I transitioned from asking transactional questions to building a relationship through questions such as, “What brings you in today?” 
Colleagues commented that they noticed an improvement in my ability to help de-escalate conflict. This was when a guest complained about an order that had not been delivered for some time and I offered something free an appetizer and confirmed that he was right, a strategy approved by my findings with Pakurár et al., (2019) advocate “service recovery” to maintain trust. This still sticks in my mind when I try to form an empathetic communication to turn a negative experience into a loyalty opportunity as a lesson from this experience that’s noted in my supervisor’s evaluation.
I also learned to be mindful of non-verbal signs as well, such as nodding and maintaining eye contact to signal when I was listening. Wojtaszek et al., (2024) found that non-verbal alignment increases perceived sincerity. The balance between verbal and non-verbal skills affects satisfaction, and my “approachable demeanor,” as highlighted in customer feedback forms, continued to play a role in my work.

[bookmark: _Toc191586343]Element 4 – Reflection
Being placed here literally changed how I viewed hospitality as a living, evolving, solar-powered problem-solving industry. This relates to Kolb’s (1984) learning theory which centers around learning from experience: dealing with real-life scenarios, such as juggling peak hour rushes helped me to become more adaptable. One example is staff reallocation in the middle of a sudden dinner surge to reduce the average wait time, a lesson in resourcefulness that textbooks would not carry (Peters et al., 2022).
The most significant impact was due to an appreciation of what was required, psychologically, of frontline roles. Dunston’s (2020) concept of “provisional selves” describes the way I first modeled myself on my confident mentors and then gradually internalized what I learned along the way. I had seen this shift in practice, too, when I had to resolve a reservation system outage on my own by using troubleshooting protocols; my manager described my independent efforts as “critical thinking in action.”
The experience was largely positive, though there were small failures, such as speaking over team members in group briefings that highlighted my struggles with assertiveness. Flipping the “psychological safety” aspect of Clark’s (2020). Hence, I seek clarifications upfront to avoid making mistakes. This growth highlights the dualities of the industry: a demanding but rewarding place for those willing to devote themselves to lifelong learning.

[bookmark: _Toc191586344]Element 5 – Leading to the Future
My goal in life is to grow into hospitality leadership roles specifically in operational management involving strategically aligning organizational capabilities to empower the team. As identified by Carroll and Gillen (2019), the ideas of managerial roles as dynamic and interpersonal can be seen in the skills the description of my placement above identifies (Conflict resolution, and resource allocation). Through the mediation of staff disagreements regarding shift rotation, I learned to balance empathy with adherence to policy, a skill that Johnson and Johnson (2024) identifies as fundamental to the promotion of cohesive teams. This experience reinforced my desire to manage departments focused on human-centered problem-solving for greater efficiency.
The placement at FoodCycle also highlighted how important continuous learning is. However, I do feel missing pieces around financial literacy, especially budgeting. To solve this issue, I will seek certifications in hospitality finance, reflecting Motta and Sharma (2020) assertion that interdisciplinary knowledge serves as a track for career success.
In light of Arnold et al., (2019) “career anchors,” my current career objective is to find roles that combine creativity and mentorship. For instance, conducting a redesign of a staff training module during my placement that lowered onboarding errors strengthened my enthusiasm for cultivating talent. In the future, I want to develop my style of leadership based on the principles of servant leadership, so that I will be able to create conditions for my future teams to flourish in psychologically safe settings.

[bookmark: _Toc191586345]Element 6 – Viva 
The Viva will represent an opportunity for me to synthesize theoretical frameworks with practical insights gained during my placement. At the heart of this discussion lies Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning cycle, reflecting my movement from adapting to demands at peak hours (concrete experience) to devising innovations such as dynamic staff scheduling (active experimentation). For instance, the application of Lechuga (2023) “service blueprinting” theory to abbreviate table turnover rates shows, how academic models can help fix operational inefficiencies.
I will also emphasize the importance of reflective practice as a means to connect theory to practice. The critical incidents reflected in the portfolio include, for example, how I applied inventory discrepancy demonstrating an application of structured problem-solving. 
Set for Viva, I have prepared samples of communication, leadership, and tech that have grown on me with the rigor of academia. By exploring my experiences in terms of theories such as SERVQUAL and emotional labor, I will showcase this holistic vision of hospitality as art and as science.

[bookmark: _Toc191586346]Conclusion
Showcasing growth in first impressions, wine knowledge, communication, and meticulous reflection, this portfolio embodies my transformative journey in hospitality. Alongside leadership experience and practical application of theory, these have prepared me to tackle future roles with flexibility, compassion, and creativity and to arrive at meaningful contributions to a changing industry.
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