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Reflective Portfolio: Placement at Cinnamon Kitchen, Port Talbot

Introduction

This reflective portfolio outlines my professional learning and development during my placement at Cinnamon Kitchen, a modern Indian restaurant in Port Talbot (Cinnamon Kitchen, n.d.). The portfolio aims to demonstrate how the placement has supported my progression toward a career in restaurant management, focusing on key areas of operational practice, customer service, communication, and leadership. The objectives are to critically assess my experiences, reflect on skills gained, and relate theoretical frameworks to real-world scenarios. This reflection is crucial to my future career aspirations as I intend to move into a leadership role within the hospitality industry, ultimately aiming to run my own restaurant. Developing self-awareness, adaptability, and professional competence are key outcomes of this reflection (Brown, 2017).

Element 1: First Impressions

First impressions significantly influence customer experience in the hospitality sector. The widely quoted notion that "it takes seven seconds to make a first impression" (Heppell, 2010)is particularly relevant in a restaurant setting, where facial expressions, body language, tone of voice, and presentation are immediately perceived by customers. At Cinnamon Kitchen, my first interaction with customers typically involved greeting them at the entrance or at their table, where my demeanour often set the tone for their dining experience.

On one occasion, during a busy Sunday buffet, I noticed that customers responded more positively when greeted with a warm smile and attentive body language. When I appeared distracted or tired, their responses were noticeably less enthusiastic. According to Johnston, Clark and Shulver (2012), who argue that customer satisfaction correlates strongly with the quality of service in initial contact moments.

Industry research supports this view. According to Tesone (2010), customers form long-term opinions based on early interactions, which can affect repeat business. In my placement, guests who received a warm initial welcome often complimented the service, tipped generously, and returned for future visits. I learned that preparation before service, including team briefings and assigning responsibilities, enhanced our ability to create strong first impressions (Lasch, 2021).

Thus, I now consistently aim to present a professional, enthusiastic, and helpful presence, especially during initial encounters, to enhance the guest's experience and ensure lasting impressions, which shows on social media with positive feedback to bring more customer (Aberavon Beach Community, 2025).

Element 2: Beverage Knowledge (Non-Alcoholic)

While Cinnamon Kitchen does not serve alcoholic beverages, it offers a diverse range of non-alcoholic options including mocktails, non-alcoholic wine, lassi, non-alcoholic beer and cider, and soft drinks. During my placement, I significantly developed my knowledge of these offerings and improved my ability to recommend appropriate drinks based on customer preferences and meal choices, also develop to recommend healthy choice (Bayer Global, 2022).

I attended the WSET Level 1 Award in Wines course, where I had the opportunity to taste and evaluate non-alcoholic wines using the structured approach to tasting. The WSET specification outlines essential learning outcomes such as identifying wine types, understanding key grape varieties, and applying knowledge of storage and service principles—many of which are directly applicable to non-alcoholic wine equivalents and mocktails (Scott, 2025). The tasting sessions helped me develop vocabulary for describing aromas, acidity, and balance, which I later used when engaging with customers at Cinnamon Kitchen.

Before the course, I had limited understanding of how non-alcoholic wines or mocktails complemented Indian cuisine. However, through training and practical experience, I became more confident in recommending pairings. For example, I learned that mango lassi enhances the creamy spice of chicken tikka, while citrus-based mocktails contrast well with rich dishes like lamb rogan josh, refreshing the palate between bites. This enhanced my ability to offer tailored recommendations, enriching the customer experience (Heppell, 2010).
Communicating these insights with customers was crucial. I practised clear, confident communication, often explaining the ingredients and taste profiles of drinks. For example, when recommending a virgin mojito, I highlighted its refreshing nature and how it contrasts well with heavier dishes (Salisbury Creative Group, 2019).

Regarding the drink menu, I noted that the range could be further diversified to include more seasonal mocktails or locally inspired fusions. I would suggest to management introducing a rotating "mocktail of the month" or a spiced apple cider for winter. My approach would be to gather customer feedback, research trends in non-alcoholic beverage service (emerald, 2019), and present a proposal during team meetings. This would show initiative and align with contemporary consumer preferences for creative and health-conscious drink options (Bayer Global, 2022).

Element 3: Customer Communication Skills

Effective communication with customers is essential for delivering outstanding service and creating memorable experiences. At Cinnamon Kitchen, I learned that communication extends beyond speech—it involves active listening, body language, tone, and cultural sensitivity. Non-verbal cues, such as eye contact and posture, often influence how messages are received and can either reinforce or contradict spoken words (Argyle, 2013). In a culturally diverse environment like Cinnamon Kitchen, understanding and adapting to customers’ backgrounds is crucial to avoid misunderstandings and ensure comfort and inclusivity (Brown, 2017).

I also learned that empathetic listening builds trust and rapport, which contributes significantly to customer satisfaction. Customers are more likely to return when they feel heard and valued, rather than rushed or dismissed (Johnston, Clark and Shulver, 2012). Furthermore, consistent and clear communication among staff ensures smoother service, especially during high-volume periods, reducing the risk of errors and enhancing team cohesion.
My approach evolved significantly throughout the placement. Early on, I tended to follow a script, focusing on efficiency over connection. Over time, I began personalising interactions, asking customers about their preferences, dietary needs, or feedback on their experience. This not only improved guest satisfaction but also made me more confident and adaptable (Talarico, 2024).

A key example was during a large party booking where a guest had a nut allergy. By listening carefully and liaising with kitchen staff, I ensured their meal was safe and enjoyable. The guest expressed appreciation for the attentiveness, which reinforced the importance of clear and responsible communication (Talarico, 2024).

Feedback from colleagues and customers was consistently positive. One colleague noted my "genuine engagement" with guests, while a regular customer complimented the "thoughtful explanations" I provided about dishes and drinks. This aligns with Brown (2019), who states that empathy and interpersonal awareness are crucial in hospitality communication.

Incorporating feedback and adapting my approach based on situational context became a key strength. I now understand that good communication not only enhances service quality but also builds trust and loyalty, both of which are vital in customer retention (Johnston et al., 2012).

Element 4: Reflections on Experience

My placement at Cinnamon Kitchen has been a transformative experience, changing my perception of the hospitality industry. Prior to the placement, I viewed restaurant operations primarily from a service perspective. I now appreciate the complex interplay of logistics, communication, teamwork, and leadership behind the scenes.

What impacted me most was the emphasis on operational problem-solving. For instance, during staff shortages—often due to unforeseen driver absences or illness—I participated in reallocating tasks quickly to maintain service quality. On one occasion, I shifted from floor service to takeaway packing to prevent service delays, helping the team maintain a 90% guest satisfaction rate despite limited staff. These experiences taught me to stay calm under pressure and to think critically (Talarico, 2024).

I also became more aware of the importance of data. Using the EPOS system, I learned how data can reveal customer preferences, optimise stock management, and inform business strategy. As a result, my view of the restaurant industry shifted from a static, service-led model to one driven by continuous improvement, technology, and adaptability (The Access Group, 2025).

Previously, I did not recognise the value of systematic feedback and reflection. Now, I regularly evaluate my performance and seek constructive input from others. This practice, as Lasch (2021) notes, is essential for professional growth and aligns with ethical and sustainable management principles.

Overall, the placement was overwhelmingly positive. While challenges were frequent, they prompted learning and resilience. I now approach situations with greater initiative and confidence, and I am more attuned to the broader demands of a successful restaurant.

Element 5: Leading to the Future

My placement at Cinnamon Kitchen has significantly influenced both my short-term and long-term career aspirations. In the immediate future, I am determined to move into a supervisory or assistant managerial position within the hospitality sector. Long term, I aspire to establish my own restaurant, with a focus on inclusivity, high-quality service, and sustainable business practices.

Throughout my time at CK, I have had the opportunity to observe and participate in multiple facets of restaurant operations that are critical for leadership roles. For example, I often supported pre-service briefings where staff roles were assigned based on bookings and takeaway volume forecasts. This taught me the importance of structured delegation and communication before shifts—an essential leadership trait (Brown, 2017). I also learned the necessity of morale-boosting during difficult services, such as bank holiday weekends, when the volume of takeaway orders surged unexpectedly. Our manager would often bring the team together for a quick mid-shift regroup, sharing feedback and encouraging positive energy. This practice showed me how emotional intelligence can influence team cohesion and service outcomes (Tesone, 2010).

The knowledge gained through beverage service, especially in a non-alcoholic context, revealed another leadership insight. For instance, customer interest in CK’s signature mocktails, like the spiced mango cooler, highlighted a market niche for creative, health-conscious alternatives to alcoholic beverages. By analysing drink sales and customer feedback collected through the EPOS system, I learned to identify what offerings resonated most (Kemmons Wilson School, 2022). This business intelligence, paired with innovation in menu design, is something I plan to apply in a future leadership role or entrepreneurial venture (The Access Group, 2025).

Additionally, I recognised that strong leaders in hospitality are proactive about customer engagement. One example was during a local event weekend, when the restaurant ran a family-friendly buffet. I volunteered to manage the guest feedback cards and compiled the results into a short report for the manager. This not only provided insights into what worked (e.g., faster table clearing and kid-friendly mocktails) but also showcased how customer data can drive service improvements.

Despite these developments, I have identified key areas for further growth, particularly in financial literacy and regulatory understanding. While I gained exposure to EPOS data at Cinnamon Kitchen, I recognise that deeper skills in budget forecasting, cost control, and profitability analysis are necessary for effective restaurant management. As Brown (2017) argue, financial acumen is crucial in balancing customer satisfaction with cost-efficiency, especially in dynamic hospitality environments.

Understanding the UK’s legal and regulatory framework is equally important. Though I observed hygiene protocols and allergen compliance in practice, I have not yet managed responsibilities such as licensing, employment law, or GDPR. Barth and Barber (2017) highlight that legal literacy helps minimise operational risk and builds public trust—skills I aim to develop through further study.

Additionally, I want to strengthen my leadership capabilities in team management, including recruitment, conflict resolution, and performance appraisal. These were handled by senior staff at CK, but are essential for building cohesive, high-performing teams (Mullins, 2016).


Ultimately, my placement has reframed how I view leadership—not simply as a position of authority, but as a responsibility to empower others, adapt to change, and consistently strive for excellence. These are the values I will carry forward into every role I take on in the hospitality industry. Also, leader need have good knowledge about health and hygiene to train staff and making customer and place safe (Food Standards Agencies, 2022).

Conclusion

This reflective portfolio has documented my professional growth during my placement at Cinnamon Kitchen, Port Talbot. Through direct experience, I developed crucial skills in communication, problem-solving, customer service, and data-driven decision-making. Each element of the portfolio has demonstrated how theory was applied in practice, aligning with the learning outcomes of the module.

My ability to reflect critically has allowed me to identify strengths and areas for improvement, shaping a clear vision for my career in the hospitality industry. By continuing to learn and apply these lessons, I am better equipped to succeed in future roles and contribute meaningfully to the evolving restaurant sector.
Use of Generative AI in Assessment
For this assessment, you I have used ChatGPT to support my research, including searching for bibliography, using tools to summarise, compare and interrogate materials. Check text/creation for grammatical and syntactical mistakes, including rephrasing of my own work within specific standards.
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