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Introduction 
[bookmark: _Int_YjSyCFiu][bookmark: _Int_ebc1iPxX]This reflective portfolio explores my placement experience at Joyato Swansea, a Japanese all you can eat restaurant that also offers Korean BBQ dining experience. During my placement I worked primarily as a waitress and also in a hosting role, greeting customers, seating them, explaining the online ordering system, and communicating general enquiries such as payment procedures, wait times, and restaurant facilities.
The aim of this portfolio is to critically reflect on the development of my professional skills, communication abilities, customer service knowledge, and understanding of the hospitality industry. This reflection is important because it allows me to identify strengths, areas for improvement, and how these experiences have influenced my future career aspirations within hospitality. Although I usually work in kitchen environments as a chef, where I am most comfortable and skilled, this placement gave me valuable front-of-house experience and helped me better understand customer interaction and service delivery, which I believe to be an important aspect of working in the industry, even as a chef (Nikolich and Sparks, 1995).
Within this portfolio, I have used Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle (1984) as the reflective framework. Kolb argues that learning occurs through four stages: concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualism, and active experimentation. This means that individuals learn by having experiences, reflecting upon them. Understanding what they mean and applying those lessons in future situations. Using this model allows me to critically evaluate my experiences and demonstrate how they contributed to my personal and professional development.
Element 1: First Impressions
First impressions are extremely important within hospitality because they shape the customers' expectations and perception of service quality before they even begin dining (Amelia and Garg, 2016). At Joyato, my role as host meant I was usually the first employee customers interacted with. This responsibility highlighted how important body language, tone of voice, professionalism, and efficiency are in creating a positive customer experience.
The common saying ‘it takes seven seconds to make a first impression’ appears realistic within hospitality environments, supported by research by Morgan, (2014). Many customers entered the restaurant unsure about the online ordering system or the all-you-can-eat concept. I noticed that when I greeted customers confidently, smiled and clearly explained the process, customers appeared more relaxed and comfortable. However, during busy periods when queues formed and waiting times increased, sometimes leading to customers having to be seating in the waiting area before being brought to their table, customer sometimes became more impatient and appeared irritated. This demonstrated to me how quickly customers can form judgements about service quality.
[bookmark: _Int_oxEjr10I][bookmark: _Int_2rVcmOUh]One specific example occurred when a group entered, were seated, and appeared visibly confused about how the ordering system worked. I calmly explained to them that all of the food and drinks can be ordered through their phones by scanning the QR code on their table and reassured them that assistance was available if and when they needed it. Later on, during service, the table thanked me and informed me that my help made the ordering ‘much easier than expected’. This supports the idea that first impressions influence customer confidence and enjoyment throughout the dining experience.
Research supports this observation. Bitner (1992) argues that employee behaviour and environmental cues strongly influence customer perceptions. Similarly, Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry (1988) identify responsiveness and assurange as key dimensions of service quality. The hospitality industry relied heavily upon emotional responses, meaning customers often judge service quality through interactions rather than simply the food itself (Lashley, 2015).
I also recognised that my communication style affected customer behaviour. If I appeared calm and approachable, customers were more likely to ask questions politely and engage positively. This aligns with Goffman’s (1959) theory of impression management, which suggests individuals consciously present themselves in ways that influence others’ perceptions.
Overall, this experience taught me that first impressions significantly affect customer satisfaction, customer confidence, and emotional intelligence within hospitality settings
Element 2: Wine Knowledge
My placement at joyato differed from traditional style restaurants because they relied heavily upon an online ordering system. Customers rarely asked staff directly about drinks because descriptions of cocktails, soft drinks, and alcoholic beverages such as soju were already displayed on the digital menu. Consequently, opportunities for verbal upselling or wine recommendations were limited.
Despite this, I still developed a broader understanding of beverage knowledge and customer preferences. I learned that the refillable soft drinks option was the most popular beverage choice by far, while soju was also frequently ordered due to the nature of the restaurant and the offering of Korean dishes. Observing customer ordering habits through serving them the ordered beverages improved my awareness of how menu design and convenience influence purchasing decisions.
My communication regarding beverages also improved over time. Initially, I lacked confidence discussing drinks with the customers, however, repeated exposer to customer enquiries about the beverages such as soju, Japanese teas and spirits, etc. Which I was not familiar with myself, helped me to explain products more clearly and professionally. One example of this being customers enquiring about what exactly soju was, to which I was able to offer the explanation.
Although the restaurant did not have a traditional wine list, I believe there are opportunities for improvement, one suggestion would be adding a digital wine and food pairing recommendations within the online ordering system. For example, lighter white wines could be suggested with sushi dishes, while fuller bodies red wines could accompany grilled meats used in the Korean BBQ. Research by Harrington (2005) demonstrates that pairing recommendations can enhance customer satisfaction and increase sales.
To approach this suggestion professionally, i would first observe customer ordering patterns and gather evidence regarding popular dishes and beverages. I would then present these findings to management alongside examples of successful digital pairing systems used within modern restaurants. This would demonstrate initiative while supporting the business with practical recommendations
These changes could benefit customers by simplifying choices and improving their dining experience. Additionally, the business may benefit through increased beverage sales and increased customer satisfaction. Bowen and Morris (1995) argue that strategic menu design and product suggestion techniques can positively influence customer spending behaviour.
This experience also highlighted how technology is changing hospitality operations. Traditional face-to-face beverage service is increasingly replaced by digital systems, particularly within casual dining environments (Wolfe, 2021). Understanding this modern approach has broadened my perspective of hospitality and shown the importance of adaptability within the industry.
Element 3: Customer Communication Skills
One of the most significant developments during my placement was my communication confidence. I am naturally socially anxious, so I initially found customer interaction intimidating. However, because my role focused mainly on hosting and serving, and there was no element of taking orders, the communication felt more manageable and structured.
My responsibilities included greeting customers, explaining the ordering process, managing wait times, directing customers to facilities, and handling general enquiries. Over time, these repeated interactions helped me to become more comfortable speaking to unfamiliar people.
At the beginning of my placement, I sometimes worried about explaining the online ordering system incorrectly and appearing unprofessional; to combat this, I went to the restaurant myself, to experience the system from the customers point of view, and this greatly helped my confidence in explaining the system to the customers. Over time, I learnt the importance of, when explaining, maintaining eye contact, speaking clearly, and adapting explanations depending on the customers level of understanding
I believe my communication positively affected customers because many interactions ended with appreciation or visible relief. Team members also occasionally commented that I handled nervous or confused customers well. According to Nickson (2013), emotional labour is a major part of hospitality work because employees must manage their own emotions and the emotions of customers, this was particularly relevant during busy periods when customers became impatient
This placement also changed my perception of communication within hospitality. Previously, as a chef, I viewed front of house communication as highly stressful and difficult. However, this experience showed me that communication can become easier with practice and supportive systems. The digital ordering process reduces pressure while still allowing meaningful customer interaction
Goffman’s (1959) concept of self-efficacy is relevant here because repeated successful interactions gradually increased my confidence and belief in my own abilities. Overall, this placement significantly improved my interpersonal communication skills and reduced some of my anxiety surrounding customer interaction.
Element 4: Reflections
[bookmark: _Int_zIaDWEjB]This placement changed my perception of the hospitality industry considerably. Before working at Joyato, most of my experience was within more traditional restaurant settings, usually French, British cuisines. Therefore, working within a Japanese, all-you-can-eat restaurant using online ordering systems exposed me to a very different style of service
One of the biggest lessons I learned was how technology is transforming hospitality operations, supported by the research by Anwar, Deliana and Suyamto (2024). Customers increasingly value efficiency, convenience, and independence. The online ordering system reduced mistakes, improved speed, and minimised unnecessary interruptions during dining (Yadav, 2024). This demonstrated how technology can improve customer experience while also reducing staff pressure and workload (Valtonen et al., 2025).
[bookmark: _Int_eZIDM3Ii]This placement also changed me personally. I became more confident interacting with customers and learned that structured communication environments suit me well. Previously, I avoided front of house roles due to past experiences of being overwhelmed, spoken to negatively and making mistakes. However, this experience showed me that certain hospitality environments can actually feel comfortable and enjoyable
The most impactful aspect of the placement was recognising the importance of adaptability. Every customer required slightly different communication styles dependant on factors such as age, familiarity with the restaurant, party size, etc. This aligns with Schön’s (1983) concept of reflective practice, where professionals continuously adapt their actions based upon experience and reflection.
Overall, my experience was highly positive because it expanded my understanding of hospitality while helping me grow personally. Although there were stressful moments during busy periods, these experiences taught me resilience and problem-solving skills. I now feel more capable of working within customer facing roles than I did before the placement.
Element 5: Leading to the Future
This placement has strongly influenced my future career aspirations. Although I still primarily feel that my place within the industry is as a chef, this experience helped me to appreciate the importance of front of house operations and customer interaction within hospitality businesses (Hashmato, 2025).
Working at joyato showed me that modern hospitality environments can combine technology, efficiency, and customer service successfully (Chemmanur, 2024). In the future, I would be interesting in working within similar contemporary restaurant concepts that use innovative systems while maintaining strong customer experiences.
The placement also highlighted several transferable skills that will support my future career. These include communication, teamwork, adaptability, customer service, and problem-solving (John, Sutherland and Wilkinson, 2019). These skills are valuable not only in front of house positions but also within kitchen environments where teamwork and communication are essential.
I also recognise areas where I still need improvement. Although my confidence improved significantly, I would still like to develop stronger verbal communication skills and greater confidence handling difficult customer situations independently. Further knowledge of beverages and menu development would also benefit my professional growth.
[bookmark: _Int_Pn7S0rDz]This experience has broadened my understanding of hospitality careers and shown me that front of house roles are not necessarily incompatible with my personality. Instead, finding the right restaurant environment is extremely important. This placement demonstrated that hospitality can be both structured and customer-focused, which suits my strengths and interests (Stangl et al., 2024).
Conclusion
In conclusion, this reflective portfolio has explored my placement experience at Joyato and demonstrated how it contributed to my professional and personal development. Using Kolb’s reflective model has enabled me to critically analyse my experiences and identify key learning outcomes.
[bookmark: _Int_wONtCxRr]The placement improved my understanding of first impressions, customer communication, modern hospitality systems, and beverage knowledge. It also increased my confidence interacting with customers and changed my perception of front-of-house work and helped me to recognise the importance of adaptability, professionalism, and emotional intelligence within hospitality environments.
Overall, this placement has positively influenced my future career aspirations by helping me identify the types of hospitality environments that best suit my skills and personality. The lessons learned during this experience will continue to support my development throughout my future career within the hospitality industry.
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