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[bookmark: _Toc150677662]Customer service skills at Allington Café
Customer service is very important in the hospitality industry as it's the backbone of the customer-oriented industry. Employees in the hospitality industry should develop key competencies and skills, commonly called customer service skills, to ensure customer satisfaction. Employees should develop a strong backbone and resilience to handle diverse clients and work in high-pressure environments. Kaminakis et al. (2019) refer to customer-employee interactions as ‘hospitality servicescape’, and it reflects on customer satisfaction and organizational performance. Within the hospitality servicescape, Zhang et al. (2022) highlight that customer feedback and reviews are important in shaping the restaurant environment as they can affect satisfaction and emotional states. I worked at Allington Café for a few months. Allington Café is an exceptional coffee bar and restaurant that operates every day of the week. I was a waiter at the restaurant and gained a lot of perspective on customer service and experience.
[bookmark: _Toc150677663]Customer service skills
The hospitality industry is a customer-oriented business whose positive outcome depends on overall customer satisfaction. Fraser (2019) highlights that the hospitality industry requires its workers to have competencies, generally called "soft skills." These skills enable restaurant employees to have people or interpersonal skills and other personal attributes useful in navigating the highly competitive hospitality industry. Alexakis and Jiang (2019) confirm that soft skills are more desired in the hospitality industry than other forms of knowledge. Further, Weber et al. (2019) highlight that having the "right attitude" is one of the most important attributes in the hospitality industry. A combination of personal and interpersonal skills are the key ingredients for an effective employee in the hospitality industry.
[bookmark: _Hlk150674651]During my work at Allington Café, I demonstrated some soft skills, such as communication, patience, and responsibility. Weber et al. (2019) highlight that communication skills are one of the most useful competencies in the hospitality industry. In the restaurant scene, the waiters are the intermediary between the kitchen staff (who prepare the meals) and the customers (who consume the meals). I realized that the restaurant is a high-pressure environment that requires sharp communication skills to understand verbal and non-verbal cues. It was important to ask customers their preferences, understand their orders, and relay them to the kitchen staff.
In addition, other customer service skills I used were patience and responsibility, which align with the "right attitude" competency (Weber et al., 2019). During my time as a waiter, I dealt with many customers who expressed impatience and frustration due to delayed orders, whether justified or not. During these moments, having the right attitude was critical in maintaining my patience because the first rule you learn about being a waiter is "the customer is always right’’ I admit that there were numerous instances when I missed or forgot customer orders, especially during peak periods. I gained the skills to understand that customers respect and appreciate an honest admission of fault and apologies. I was quick to accept blame, take responsibility and apologize. Schumann and Dragotta (2021) highlight that empathy is a high predictor of accepted apologies and can be constructive in conflict resolution, especially in interpersonal relationships. Moreover, defensive apologies without empathy were considered offensive, and many customers found them insincere and unacceptable. Upon realizing that showing empathy and genuine remorse for order mix-ups resonated well with customers, I began prioritizing these qualities.
[bookmark: _Toc150677664]Customer Service Experience and Feedback
During my time at Allington Café, I worked as a waiter. My role at Allington café was multifaced, providing customers with an exceptional and memorable dining experience. During my service at the restaurant, I interacted and engaged with diverse customers, which ranged from intimate solo, couple, and group diners to full-blown special occasions such as proposals and company dinners. I interacted with warm and welcoming customers and rude and unbearable customers. My service had numerous challenges, such as dealing with rude customers, handling large customer volumes during peak periods, and responding to customer concerns about the food, the settings, and other things.
My personal and interpersonal skills proved useful in tackling some of these challenges. One of the challenges was the high-volume periods, and having patience was crucial in becoming more attentive and calming down my nerves to take orders correctly. Imbardelli (2022) highlights that patience is key in the hospitality industry due to its disruptive environment, as it helps the servers understand the client's exceptions and needs. It also helps the customer control their emotions and thus overcome challenges without losing their temper. Rossanty et al. (2020) highlight that effective communication is key in hospitality as it helps maintain customer relationships and handle guests' complaints, thus improving customer satisfaction. During my service, my communication skills were important in responding to customer concerns, providing information, taking orders, or responding to their pressing concerns.
Wang et al. (2023) highlight that employee-employee collaboration is critical in improving creative self-efficacy among employees. In my service, we highlight collaboration between Kitchen staff and the servers to streamline the food delivery process to the customers. The collaboration was effective between waiters on the dining floor to properly coordinate during peak periods to improve operational efficiency. Some feedback I received was that I was warm, welcoming, and empathetic. Carless (2019) highlights that feedback loops are critical in identifying the problems and reevaluating or solving the problems. I didn't receive many negative comments, but the positive comments enabled me to know what I was doing right and keep improving by doing the same things. Some of the negative comments I received were on the speed of service delivery. However, these comments effectively streamlined the process since it was a multidisciplinary problem that required collaboration.
[bookmark: _Toc150677665]Personal Growth and Reflection
When I first joined Allington Café, I was a fresh, young and aggressive waiter but without any skills. However, my work and the experiences gained during my tenure were important in preparing me for my future work environment. Akos et al. (2021) highlight that work-study programs are critical in students career readiness. The work-study programs are critical as they improve student's involvement, career clarity, and decisiveness. I am fully ready for what the hospitality industry entails. I am glad because I have learned valuable lessons that have prepared me to join the hospitality industry upon completing my studies. I know exactly what to expect and a snippet of my future experiences during my employment.
One of the things that influenced me the most was humility in the customer service sector. Humility is underrated, but it's critical in influencing some of the customer service competencies I developed, such as patience and taking responsibility. Peng et al. (2022) highlight that a leader's humility strongly correlates to customer service performance. The restaurant manager was humble, and the staff was welcoming, kind, and soft. Overall, some of the comments I received during my service, such as warm, welcoming, and kind, are meditated by humility and the ability to take responsibility and practice patience. 
One of the challenges I received was working under pressure. I am naturally slow, and the fast-paced and high volumes environment during peak periods made working under pressure very stressful. Pandey et al. (2020) highlight that work stress in employees is correlated to decreased employee performance and quality of labour. In extreme pressure situations, I would freeze, which would build on the growing work backlog. Pandey et al. (2020) confirm that workloads and poor communication can result in work stress, which was similar to my case. 
The negative and positive aspects of my role as a waiter are critical in shaping my career aspirations. I realize the existence of work stress and its impact on employees. This will help me effectively help to develop coping strategies that work for me. Scanlan and Still (2019) highlight that managing job demand resources can effectively manage stress and burnout. These job resources, such as job control, reward recognition, and participation, can be critical in missing work stress. Therefore, developing intrinsic motivation by recognizing my efforts or developing more control over my responsibilities can help me effectively manage and advance in my career.
[bookmark: _Toc150677666]Conclusion
I gained numerous soft skills such as communication skills, patience, and responsibility at my waiter responsibility at Allington Café. These skills aligned with having the 'right attitude' as they enabled me to handle impatient customers, maintain patience during peak hours and apologize when I got the orders wrong or forgot an order. The personal and interpersonal skills I demonstrated effectively addressed most challenges I experienced during my service. Essentially, I received some positive feedback that I was warm, welcoming, and empathetic but also some negative comments that I was slow, affecting the speed of my service. The positive comments effectively improved my level of service, but the negative ones exposed an organization-wide operational deficiency. However, through collaboration between waiters and the kitchen staff, we can improve service levels and resolve operational bottlenecks. I was highly influenced by humility in hospitality but also bombarded with work pressure that resulted in stress. The study is critical in advancing practice in the hospitality industry by improving customer service.
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